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“Tovah taught me how to resist the temptation to fix 


everything, and instead give my children the opportunity to 


learn how to problem-solve for themselves.” 


—SARAH JESSICA PARKER, from her foreword to the book 


What Parents, Educators, and Researchers Are Saying About Tovah 
Klein and How Toddlers Thrive 


“Tovah taught me how to resist the temptation to fix everything, and 
instead give my children the opportunity to learn how to problem- 
solve for themselves.” 

—Sarah Jessica Parker, from the foreword 


“If only there was one single, sensible, sympathetic book that 
answered all your toddler questions. Well, there is. And you’re holding 
it: an easy-to-read source that explains what toddlers do, why they do 
it, and whether you have to jump in or not. The good news is: Often 

the answer is ‘not.’ ” 
—Lenore Skenazy, author of Free-Range Kids: How to Raise Safe, 
Self-Reliant Kids (Without Going Nuts with Worry) 


“In this wonderful book, Tovah Klein draws on her deep 
understanding of toddlers and their development to offer a treasure 
trove of wise and practical advice. Placing a special emphasis on 
seeing the world through toddlers’ eyes, Klein shows how we can help 
them meet life’s challenges with confidence and enthusiasm. How 

Toddlers Thrive will be cherished by parents and professionals alike.” 
—William Crain, author of Reclaiming Childhood: Letting Children 
Be Children in Our Achievement-Oriented Society 


“Dr. Klein’s wonderful book is a parenting milestone, unraveling the 
mysteries of your toddler while helping you create a clear path for his 
or her future happiness and success.” 
—Harley A. Rotbart, MD, author of No Regrets Parenting: Turning 
Long Days and Short Years into Cherished Memories with Your Kids 


“Rarely does someone with so much knowledge write in a way that is 
so accessible and heartwarming. What Tovah has created will help 
every parent stand on their own loving ground, assured that they are 


creating the foundations for their child to grow into an adult who will 
have a deep sense of purpose and the will to effect much needed 

change.” 
—Kim John Payne, author of Simplicity Parenting, Beyond Winning, 
and The Soul of Discipline 


“Dr. Klein has provided a critical resource for parents—she combines 
state-of-the-science research with examples of and practical guidelines 
for everyday toddler-parent interactions. Most important, Dr. Klein 
appreciates that every toddler and parent is unique and therefore, 
there is no single parenting ‘recipe, ” 

—Nim Tottenham, PhD, developmental neuroscientist at UCLA 


“Tovah Klein’s book is as much about parenting as it is about 
toddlers. Like a wise and practiced friend, she introduces us to the 
world of toddlers, helping us understand the wonder, worry, and 
bewilderment toddlers experience and the challenges and joys of 
parenting them. The book is filled with fabulous advice, informative 
anecdotes, and a point of view that teaches you to trust yourself no 
matter how demanding your little ones may seem to be.” 
—Samuel J. Meisels, executive director of the Buffett Early Childhood 
Institute at the University of Nebraska 


“How Toddlers Thrive is a delicious book overflowing with practical 
wisdom from the world of Toddlerdom. Dr. Tovah Klein, a noted child 
psychologist and educator extraordinaire, holds our hand as we jump 
into the minds of our toddlers and begin to see their adorable, 
delightful, confrontational, and sometimes annoying behavior in a 
whole new way. If you are interested in raising a self-confident, happy 
child bound for later success, this is a book you will want to keep by 

your bedside.” 
—Kathy Hirsh-Pasek, professor of psychology at Temple University 
and author of Einstein Never Used Flashcards 


“You survived your baby’s infancy and you’re about to give a sigh of 
relief (and maybe get some sleep) when toddlerhood hits you like a 


ton of bricks. Trust Tovah Klein to help you navigate those confusing 
—and sometimes infuriating—years from two to five. This is a 
compassionate book that helps parents see the world from a toddler’s 
point of view, which in turn leads to more successful and relaxed 

parenting.” 
—Lawrence J. Cohen, PhD, author of The Opposite of Worry and 
Playful Parenting 


“There are a lot of parenting books out there, but this one is unique— 
it’s told from the point of view of the child! Dr. Klein’s firsthand 
experience with young children provides parents an understanding of 
child development within the context of family dynamics. She doesn’t 
judge parents; instead she empowers them with knowledge about the 

whys behind their children’s behaviors.” 
—Rosemarie T. Truglio, PhD, SVP of Curriculum and Content for 
Sesame Workshop 


“Child psychologist Klein, director of the Barnard Center for Toddler 
Development, has a keen understanding of what makes toddlers 
tick. . . . Parents of the 2-5 set will find plenty of practical ideas and 
strategies to make the preschool years less stressful, creating what 
Klein describes as a relaxed and loving ‘toddlertopia.’ ” 

—Publishers Weekly 


“How Toddlers Thrive shares Tovah Klein’s truly unique perspective— 
a thorough knowledge of child development research and practical 
experience working effectively with hundreds of toddlers and their 
families. She illuminates how the world looks and feels to toddlers and 
shares practical advice, such as helping toddlers learn the life skill of 

taking on challenges. It is the wisdom we need to thrive as parents!” 
—Ellen Galinsky, author of Mind in the Making and president of the 
Families and Work Institute 


“I learned a few fascinating philosophies about young kids that have 
already helped me better understand my child. I highly suggest you 
pick up a copy.” 


—Popsugar 


“With wisdom, sensitivity and humor, Dr. Klein describes the push- 
pull of children from two to five. . . . If you have a toddler in your life 
—or may have one soon—this is the book for you.” 

—Work & Family Life blog 


“Thanks to How Toddlers Thrive I am learning how to change the 
way I look at my son to looking through his eyes.” 
—Akron Ohio Moms blog 


“How Toddlers Thrive is the best book on raising toddlers I’ve come 
across.” 
—NYC Dad’s Group blog 


“I find it refreshing to read a book that so carefully considers the child 
in guiding parents through a challenging parenting time period.” 
—A Mother’s Boutique blog 


“What Dr. Klein’s book does is help parents develop a plan to 
establish a family framework of boundaries and limits and then let 
their children explore their world through play, humor and enough 
love to allow them to make mistakes with a loving, supportive place 
to land.” 

—Savvy Sassy Moms blog 


“An essential must-have pick for parenting. This down-to-earth book 
clearly explains the scientific intricacies of how a toddler’s brain 
functions and what parents can do to help the child’s development in a 
positive and nurturing way. With a heartfelt foreword written by 
Sarah Jessica Parker who has personally benefited from Dr. Klein’s 
wisdom, this book even provides tips for ‘cracking the code’ on some 
of the most challenging toddler behaviors like tantrums and fussy 
eating habits.” 

—Momtrends blog 
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Foreword by Sarah Jessica Parker 


| come from a big family. My childhood memories include plenty of 
playful days, and lots of siblings taking care of one another, serving as 
extra sets of hands for my parents. We were very loved but also 
allowed to be independent. I became a mother to a much smaller 
brood, and initially approached mothering my first child (and then the 
other two) with as much intensity and fierce determination as my 
mother had given all of her eight kids combined. All the while I was 
feeling—like many mothers—that I wasn’t doing enough. Then I met 
Tovah Klein and realized that my mother may have had it right all 
along. Tovah taught me that the space given to children raised in a 
big, bustling family may actually do a better job giving them a sense of 
self, of self-respect, and of confidence in their own accomplishments. 
Tovah taught me how to resist the temptation to fix everything, and 
instead give my children the opportunity to learn how to problem- 
solve for themselves. 

My three children are all different, but my husband and I have the 
tools to parent each of them in ways that work for them. One is 
outgoing, another cried and cried whenever I left her at school, and 
another is cut-and-dried. Tovah taught me that there is no one right 
way to parent, and no right way for children to experience childhood. 
Judging myself or the child risks inadvertently imposing a feeling of 
shame that does more to set back than to help. Tovah’s parenting 
approach enabled me to get inside the complicated mind of my then 
two-year-olds; to give choices, but not too many; to establish order 
and still give them freedom. I went from feeling overwhelmed to 
feeling confident, all while giving my children their own sense of 


confidence in themselves, which I see further developing as they grow. 
I hope the same for you and your children. Enjoy! 


Introduction 


| live in toddler-dom. As the director of the internationally renowned 
Barnard College Center for Toddler Development (known as the 
Toddler Center), I have the pleasure of living in a world of toddlers 
and seeing the world from their perspective. It is a different and often 
entertaining view of the world. I have now worked at this magical 
place for almost two decades and spend five days a week thinking 
about, observing, studying, and interacting with fifty individual 
toddlers. 

I teach undergraduate and graduate students about them, help 
parents understand what is going on with them and why they do what 
they do. I also conduct studies on separation, play, sleep, and other 
important aspects of toddler development, and all the while I get to 
watch toddlers be toddlers. My work focuses on understanding what 
young children do and the role parents play in their development. 
Whether watching, researching, or interacting directly with children, I 
am asking myself the question—over and over—what are they doing, 
and why are they doing it? 


e What Are They Doing? e 


The first question—what are they doing?—is deceptively 
straightforward. It seems to many parents like toddlers are simply 
starting to practice the basic skills that they’ll need for the future, 
whether that’s learning how to brush their teeth, figuring out how to 
share, or understanding how to sit at a table and eat during a meal. 


Mastering these kinds of essential tasks is a big part of what these 
years are about. But as I’ve learned during my decades working with 
kids from ages two to five, there’s a lot more going on in their brains 
than their behaviors lead us to believe. 

The toddler years (which, for the purposes of this book, I’m 
defining as ages two to five) are among the least studied years in 
childhood. Compared to the numbers of studies of infants and school- 
aged kids, toddlers have historically gotten short shrift, which is 
alarming given the fact that during this time period, the brain and 
body are in a massive state of flux, growth, and change. Indeed, the 
toddler brain is enormously complex and dynamic, going through as 
much upheaval and adaptations as the teenage brain. Toddlers are not 
just learning how to use the toilet or tame a tantrum—they are 
actually learning some crucially important life skills that are the keys 
to their later success. It’s during these intense toddler years that a 
child’s brain lays down pathways needed for him or her to thrive 
throughout childhood and life. 

I like to call the toddler years a “lab for later.” That’s because many 
of the basic skills that parents are helping to nurture and teach their 
children during the toddler years are actually preparing those 
children’s young brains to take on higher-level types of learning. For 
example, I always tell my families about the importance of 
establishing a bedtime ritual: taking a bath, brushing the teeth, maybe 
reading a book, and then off to sleep. All these seemingly basic tasks 
are part of a network of skills that are crucial for toddlers to master. 
But there is also learning to be had in establishing the routine itself, 
and in varying it. What if one day, the parent decides to brush the 
child’s teeth before the bath rather than after it? How will a toddler 
handle such a change? Will she have a tantrum (That’s NOT how we 
do it!) or will she have the flexibility and resilience to accept a change 
in routine? Helping your child to develop this ability to adapt will not 
only make your life as a parent a little smoother, but it will also make 
your child ready to tackle the unforeseen changes she will most 
certainly face at school and in the world. 

It’s these types of higher-level skills—including resilience, 
cooperation, self-reliance, determination, perseverance, empathy, and 


more—that toddler brains are ready to start developing. In fact, the 
toddler brain is hardwired to learn these skills that are the foundation 
of self-regulation, and what’s more, it’s up to us as parents and 
educators to help them learn how to do so. But it takes time and 
practice to learn these skills. That’s why the toddler years are a lab for 
later: the earlier kids become familiar and comfortable with these 
skills, the happier and more successful they will be. That’s the promise 


of this book. 


e Why Are They Doing It? œ 


The second question—why are they doing it?—often seems more 
complex than it really is. In other words, once you start to observe 
and understand your toddler, you’ll be able to understand (and 
sometimes even anticipate) their reactions and their concerns. I call 
this “seeing the world through your toddler’s eyes,” or your Parenting 
POV (point of view). It’s when we as adults shift our view from seeing 
the world through an adult perspective to that of a child’s perspective 
—a shift that can happen immediately or take some time. When this 
happens, we suddenly are in a position to support our children in a 
way that is clear and much, much easier to carry out. Why is seeing 
the world from a child’s point of view so important? Because that’s the 
best way to understand them, to guide them with love and 
encouragement, and to avoid shaming and controlling them. When we 
use this Parenting POV, we are able to be aware and compassionate to 
the needs of our young children; we are also able to give them the 
limits and boundaries they require to navigate this tumultuous time. 
We give them the love and limits without the fights! 

My “Parenting POV” approach has been successful for the many 
hundreds of families I have come to know through both the Toddler 
Center and the parenting groups I meet with on an ongoing basis— 
and for individual parents who are facing a particular rough spot or 
challenge with their child. Some of these parents return long after their 
kids have left the Toddler Center. Why? Because even after a child has 
moved beyond the toddler years, challenges with changing behavior 


and needs still arise. Many parents come back knowing I can continue 
to help them understand who their child is and figure out what their 
child needs as they grow. 

My parenting POV approach is based on the continually evolving 
body of psychological and neuroscience research on this age, 
combined with the research and observations I have done for more 
than twenty years. It’s designed to maximize the emotional, social, and 
cognitive development of toddlers. My approach sits firmly at the 
intersection of knowing the science and applying it to support children 
in a way so that all parents and their children may benefit. No one 
brain study or even a few can answer all of our questions about our 
child’s development, and I caution you to be careful about jumping to 
conclusions from any single study or two. It takes many years of 
research to reveal what specific details mean more broadly about how 
children develop. What I’ve tried to do here is pull together the most 
consistent scientific findings and understandings about how to help 
your toddler thrive and succeed, today and in the future. 


e Dealing with the Day-to-Day e 


The parents I work with are an eclectic array of thoughtful, creative, 
and caring parents. There are two-parent families and single-parent 
families; there are families with working parents and some with one 
parent at home; some of the families have grandparents living with 
them and others have recently moved here from other countries. Some 
families are small, with one or two children, and some are large, with 
three or more children. But what they all have in common with one 
another, and with you, is an intense desire to parent in the best way 
they can so their children can be the best they can be! Parenting 
toddlers involves both “high-level” and “day-to-day” skills: we are 
trying to help our children develop resilience, manage their intense 
emotions, and figure out who they are in this world (the skills that set 
the foundation for self-regulation). At the same time, we are trying to 
help them with the everyday tasks such as getting up and out the door 
in the morning, going to bed without a fuss, and getting through 


mealtimes and transitions without tantrums and meltdowns. Of 
course, these high-level and day-to-day skills are deeply 
interconnected, as you will see. Every parent struggles at some point, 
and even at many points; there are also commonalities about what 
parents struggle with, even though every family is unique: sleep, 
eating, meltdowns, fears, sibling conflicts, not listening, being rude, 
talking back, regression, thumb sucking, throwing toys, nervous 
habits, hitting, biting, or kicking. In the end, we all grapple with what 
to do and how to help our child. 

As is typical these days, many of the parents with whom I consult 
are stressed, doing their best to juggle all the aspects of their lives. 
They are also worried and self-doubting about decisions they have to 
make about their kids, wondering if they should pay attention to their 
gut about what’s best or listen to an expert or a well-meaning friend 
or their own parents. A couple was struggling with how to get their 
child to sleep through the night. They came to see me and presented it 
this way, “He is four now. We’ve tried it all. The pediatrician said to 
use a sticker chart. That worked for a few nights, then stopped. We 
tried bribing with doughnuts for breakfast. My best friend suggested 
this special lullaby CD. We’ve locked his door. We’ve explained why 
he needs to sleep. Nothing works. I’ve read all kinds of things on the 
Web, and now I am worried he may have some serious problem 
causing the sleep issues.” I asked what they thought, in their hearts, 
was the best solution. After a long pause, the father said, “We just 
don’t know. We don’t know who to trust.” With unlimited 
information on the Web, I find parents are more self-doubting than 
ever. I do understand why. Parenting can feel like a competitive arena, 
rather than the very personal process that it is. 

Is it okay that he uses a pacifier at night? How much sugar can she 
have each day? How much TV is too much? Is the iPad going to make 
my child smarter? What is the best type of preschool for a three-year- 
old? How do I get her to eat a bigger variety of foods? Is it normal to 
tantrum as much as my child does? Why does he go crazy just because 
we are out of the cereal he wants? Is it normal for him to grab another 
child’s toy and just walk away? Why doesn’t she join in and play at 


birthday parties? How can I be sure she learns how to make friends? 
What is normal behavior at this age? 

They have questions related to their children’s behavior, their 
difficulty sticking to a routine, getting along with other kids, or 
turning into what the parents were hoping for: happy, engaged, 
thoughtful little people ready to conquer the world. 

Like you, these parents always want what’s best for their children. 
They are dedicated and devoted, smart and considerate. And once 
they begin to trust in this approach, their whole way of thinking about 
parenting shifts. They not only grasp how to handle the day-to-day 
toddler moments with ease; they also understand why parenting 
during the toddler years is so important to their children’s later 
development. But perhaps most important of all, they come to 
understand how parents have a crucial role in the best possible 
outcome for their children, for now and for when they grow into 
bigger kids, teens, and eventually adults. Toddler-dom is indeed a 
marvelous opportunity—a true lab for later. As one mother, Jocelyn, 
said, “I learned how my daughter is thinking and why she is doing 
what she is doing—it used to be so easy for me to get frustrated before 
I understood the world through her eyes.” 

Another parent, Martha Ann, said, “There is so much pressure to 
raise kids; I’ve learned that it’s good for them to be bored, that it’s best 
that they are not overscheduled and to give them a lot of downtime.” 
One mom revealed, “Sometimes it is so embarrassing what kids say, 
but it’s better to say to yourself, ‘What’s the best way to handle this 
situation?’ Instead of trying to shut down my child because she said 
someone smelled bad.” And another mom, Sally, put it, “It’s so 
liberating! I don’t overparent anymore! I don’t feel the need to 
constantly interfere between siblings, and I can back off and let my 
kids be themselves!” Following an initial session with a couple, the 
father returned the next week and said, “You’ve saved us from 
ourselves. As first-time parents, we kept thinking our two-year-old 
should share and be nice. That is how we were raised. We felt so 
pressured. But now I see he can’t share at this age. I am relieved and 
enjoying him more. And he is happier.” 


When parents shift their view and learn to understand the world 
through the eyes of the toddler, they are able to take the frustration 
and torment out of the daily challenges of toileting, eating, sleeping, 
transitions, and more. But they are doing so much more beyond these 
day-to-day moments, whether challenging or not. They are also 
helping their children lay down the foundation of lifelong skills that 
will help them succeed. Who doesn’t want their child to become kind 
and compassionate, resilient and resourceful, able to manage her 
feelings and learn to persist and stay on task when things get tough? 


e Parenting Is Not One-Size-Fits-All © 


So in this book, we’ll be talking about a range of different ways that 
you can turn everyday situations into moments that set up your child 
for future happiness and success. It’s something I live every day, both 
in the classroom and at home. In addition to all the children at the 
Toddler Center, I have three children of my own. 

When I tell people that I have three children, all boys, they often 
respond as if they must all be alike. Nothing could be further from the 
truth. Although they share many similarities, including being 
observant and social, enjoying listening to and playing music, 
excelling in school, and being passionate about their interests, 
compassionate, and kind, in my mind they are mostly different from 
one another. One takes his time to warm up, sits back and observes, 
always has one or two close friends, and shies away from large or 
crowded events. Another loves to have a good time, has a large group 
of friends, and jumps right into new social opportunities to meet 
people. The third is a mix of these two. He enjoys social situations, if 
he knows the people well (like his two dearest friends), knows what is 
going to happen, who will be there, and is apprised of any changes. 
Otherwise, he’d rather be home in a familiar routine and around those 
he knows intimately—namely, his family. 

All three boys are voracious readers—one taught himself to read at 
age four; another struggled with reading through second grade but 
now can’t put a book down. One reads fantasy books, another 


devours stories about World War II and history, and another digs into 
the latest book series. One read all of Harry Potter three times in a 
year; another could not get through book one. You get the point. 
Readers, yes, but their taste and approach to reading are different. 

I have one son who is content looking out a car or train window 
for hours, which makes long-distance travel a pleasure; another who 
can handle about an hour in a car, and then is increasingly restless. As 
a toddler, he would nearly lose his mind after an hour strapped in a 
car seat, so we know most rest stops on most highways in the East. I 
have one who always ate most foods, and another who ate cereal 
every night for dinner for nine months (seriously!) as a toddler, but 
eats a full array of foods now. 

My oldest needed one of us to stay with him every day during the 
separation period at preschool, even when other parents left. 
Kindergarten was similar, and we had his grandfather come and stay 
until he was comfortable staying alone at school. Hesitant to separate 
at four and five, he gradually turned into a confident leader among his 
peers. Our second child, on the second day of preschool, turned to me 
and said, “You can go now. You don’t have to stay. The teachers take 
care of us!” No issue whatsoever with separation. Same family? All 
boys? Yes, and yes. But they are remarkably different children, with 
different styles and different needs. 

So what I’m saying here is this: Take the suggestions and guidelines 
I offer in this book, find what is useful to you and your family .. . and 
don’t be afraid to adapt and adjust it to work best with your own little 
one. I think of my approach to parenting as an orientation, or as one 
parent said, “a set of sensibilities.” That’s the beauty of seeing the 
world through your child’s eyes: it allows you to personalize your 
parenting style to fit what works best with your individual child, and 
for you. As I’ve watched each of my three boys grow over the past 
sixteen years, it becomes ever clearer to me that all children have some 
characteristics that stay with them for a lifetime, and others that they 
outgrow, or learn how to manage on their own. Consistency and 
change are always at play. What that means for us as parents is that 
we have to stay tuned into our children’s unique needs at a given 


moment, which will be different than they were a few days or months 
ago. 

And even though my boys are well beyond their toddler years, I am 
still working with toddlers every day. Between home and work, I am 
constantly reminded of the challenges of being a parent, and of the 
complexity of each child. We have to see each child for who she is—in 
all pieces, even the pieces we don’t like or that challenge us. Usually 
those are pieces in our child that remind us of ourselves, the parts of 
self we don’t like! This is the challenge. 


e How This Book Works œ 


The book is divided into two parts. Part I focuses on understanding 
the developing mind of your toddler—why their behavior is so 
paradoxical, what’s going on inside their complex (and confused) 
young minds, and how to use Parenting POV to get inside their heads 
so you can understand the world through their eyes. I’ve also included 
a chapter on what happens when we misunderstand our toddlers and 
inadvertently shame them and stunt their growth and developing sense 
of who they are. These chapters are focused on the “high-level” skills 
that lead to self-regulation. 

Part II focuses more on “cracking the toddler code” of everyday 
behaviors that offer the opportunity to lay down a solid, successful 
foundation. I offer practical advice (“What to Do”) so that you can 
troubleshoot day-to-day challenges that all parents face with their 
toddlers. You will learn how to crack the code on tantrums, sleeping, 
eating, toilet training, playing with peers, and more. By the end of Part 
II, you’ll know how to use your Parenting POV in everyday moments 
as a way to help children develop good habits and skills not only for 
today, but for tomorrow as well. 

Near the end of the book, you will find the Fifteen New Seeds for 
Success, which will help anchor you as you move through these 
toddler years and beyond. These Seeds echo all the lessons, advice, 
and examples that are woven throughout the book. They are the end 


result of my more than twenty years working with toddlers and their 
families. 

As you read through the first and second parts of the book, you 
will find many examples from my years working with children that are 
intended to help you think about your own unique child (or children). 
It’s important to keep in mind that children at this age are particularly 
robust, sensitive, and dynamic; they are charming, forceful, curious, 
loving, angry, and always engaging. But they are also quite 
challenging. Again, if these years are “done right,” not only will the 
years that follow be much more harmonious for all involved but they 
will also lay a fertile, supportive, endlessly nurturing foundation for a 
child to truly flourish throughout their life—intellectually, emotionally, 
socially, and even physically—by letting them become the children 
they are meant to be. One of the hardest parts of being a parent is 
truly being able to step back, look at our child, try to understand his 
or her experience of the world (which is very different from our 
experience as adults), and remember that it is our role to guide them, 
to support them into becoming the person they are meant to be, so 
they can be happy, resourceful, resilient, determined, caring, and yes, 
successful in life. 


part one 
The Developing Mind of Your Toddler 


Why They Really Do the Things They Do 


When we peer into the minds and brains of toddlers, when we look 
underneath their often paradoxical behavior, we begin to see just how 
special, wonderful, needy, and vulnerable our young children are at 
this time in their lives. They are in the throes of mastering some of the 
most important skills of their lifetime; if we help them get it right now, 
we set them up for achievement, happiness, fulfillment, and success in 
all realms of their lives. Throughout the chapters in Part I, you will 
find vivid descriptions of what is happening in your toddler’s brain 
and what he is grappling with developmentally, explanations of why 
she is behaving the way she is, and practical tips on how to shift your 
POV so that you can guide your child in a loving, supportive way 
instead of trying to control, micromanage, and inadvertently shame 
him. 


chapter one 


Setting Up Toddlers to Thrive 


Self-Regulation and the Key to True Success 


Why do toddlers drive parents crazy? 

Maya, having just turned three, reported to her mom that she was a 
big girl now. She was fully toilet trained and recently moved out of the 
crib into her “big girl bed.” The Monday after her birthday party, 
Maya woke up with exuberance and announced, “I can get dressed all 
by myself!” Unlike past mornings when she battled to get dressed or 
simply to pick out clothes, today she was ready to be on her own. “Go 
away, mommy, and Pll surprise you.” Maya picked out her full outfit 
and got dressed—shirt, pants, socks, and even hair clips. She proudly 
announced this success to her family and sat down to eat breakfast, 
without the usual morning battle. 

Her mother was thrilled and sure they had gotten past the worst of 
her toddler behavior. Maya chatted away, and then put some toys in 
her backpack, ready to head off to her toddler preschool. But it wasn’t 
time to leave yet. Her mother suggested they read a book. Maya 
happily picked out a book and plopped down on her mom’s lap to 
read. It was a calm and affectionate moment. While reading the book, 
they turned the page to a drawing of the book character eating pink 
ice cream. The mother read the words to accompany it. 

As happy as ever, Maya jumped up. “I want ice cream, too!” she 
announced and marched toward the kitchen. Her mother kindly 
explained that they didn’t eat ice cream in the morning, and besides, 


they did not have any. In mere seconds, Maya crumpled to the floor, 
insistent on the ice cream, now screaming and yelling, devastated that 
there was no pink ice cream for her. 

Her mother again explained that they did not have it, but she 
would buy chocolate ice cream (Maya’s favorite) at the store while 
Maya was at school. 

“Nooooooo!” screamed Maya. “I need pink ice cream. Pink ice 
cream now!” Her mother felt helpless and frustrated as she struggled 
to get Maya, still flailing on the floor, in her coat and out the door for 
school. 

What just happened? her mother wondered. Just five minutes 
before we were in this lovely moment, she had dressed herself, and 
now she is back to that irrational, demanding baby again. 


e The Toddler Paradox: What's Going on Inside ® 


Toddlers: They love us, they hate us. 

They seem carefree and secure one minute, playing with confidence, 
and afraid of their own shadows the next, fiercely clinging to our leg. 

They act and speak rationally one moment and irrationally the 
next, screaming because we cut their bread the “wrong way.” 

They want to stay glued to our sides, seemingly helpless and 
completely dependent one day, and then push us away in fierce 
independence the next, yelling, “I can do it myself!” 

They act like big kids one moment, feeding and dressing 
themselves, being polite—and then are helpless babies the next, unable 
to do anything for themselves. 

They are laughing and full of joy one moment, and whining and in 
a full meltdown the next because of a simple “No.” 

You get the picture. Toddler behavior is often paradoxical: they 
seem to swing between extremes for no apparent reason—or at least, 
this is the way it looks to us adults. The behavior of toddlers is often 
mystifying, confusing, and downright challenging. Why do their 
moods and their actions seem so erratic and hard to predict? How can 
we love them with all our hearts, but feel so powerless in the face of 


their crazy-making behavior? The answer to these questions is found 
when we peek inside their brains and understand what makes toddlers 
tick. 


Tanya was a quiet and observant two-year-old. She took her time 
before deciding which activity to do each day at our center and 
avoided being near children who were playing in a physical manner. I 
worked with her parents to help her feel more comfortable with her 
physical abilities and not be so afraid of physical play. By the end of 
the year, she was becoming more comfortable. 

Her parents returned to see me when she was three and a half. 
They were confused. They described Tanya as being “a kind and sweet 
little girl,’ but now she was also “rude,” they said. They didn’t 
understand why. They reported that she had become more confident 
and outgoing at school and easily made friends. She tried more things 
on her own. She was less afraid of making mistakes. They were proud 
of these attributes. Then they described some recent incidents. 

The mother explained, “When we get into the elevator at our 
apartment, Tanya is sometimes approached by a woman who asks her 
what her name is. Instead of answering, Tanya hides behind my leg 
and very loudly yells, ‘I don’t like you. Be quiet!’ Now if we get in the 
elevator and she sees this woman, she does not wait for her to say 
anything. She just screams at her, ‘I don’t like you!’ I am so 
embarrassed.” 

Sound like a rude behavior? From an adult point of view it is, but 
Tanya does not mean to be rude. More than likely, Tanya behaved the 
way she did because she felt like a small person in a crowded elevator. 
Maybe she is frightened by the woman she hardly knows, or unsure of 
herself, or put on the spot. All could explain her desire to not interact 
and instead close down the situation. 


What Ive observed again and again in these paradoxes is that our 
children often trigger well-meaning parents to try to control or fix 
their kids’ “bad” behavior, without seeing the underlying need behind 
the behavior. I understand why this happens. A child’s actual need can 
be hard to decipher. Toddlers often do not communicate in 
straightforward ways. 

What children are expressing through this chaotic, turbulent way of 
acting is actually fairly transparent: sometimes they feel in control of 
the big world they have just become a part of and are eager to explore 
and get to know, and sometimes they are completely overwhelmed by 
this same world, which can lead to feelings of anger, worry, fear, or a 
need for comfort. Sometimes they are able to brush their teeth and get 
into bed like mom or dad has requested; other times, this request to 
leave their toys or the family room where mom and dad have just been 
sitting around the television feels like being excommunicated from the 
family. Go to bed and be left all alone in that dark, scary bedroom 
without you? Are you kidding me? 

Children are not mini adults. They don’t think like we do. They 
don’t see the world like we see it. Toddlers are not thinking ahead of 
themselves. They cannot. They are beings tied amazingly to the 
present tense, thinking only about themselves and wanting to feel safe, 
loved, taken care of, and yet independent all at once. 

And this is true even when toddlers seem to be acting in ways that 
feel adult-like: When they talk back rudely. When they walk away 
callously or suddenly have very specific opinions about food they will 
eat or clothes they will wear. Again, this behavior may confuse 
parents. They try to meet the child’s “expressed” need or demand, but 
what is expressed may not really be what the child needs deeper 
down. And that’s what we are going to do: learn to decipher toddler 
behavior so that you can help your child learn to manage the world on 
his or her own—and not through controlling their behavior but by 
guiding them. 

Many parents who come to see me start the conversation with some 
variation of this question: “What happened to my darling little baby?” 

So what is going on during the transition from being a baby to 
being a toddler? 


As children transition from infancy to toddlerhood, they are now 
moving around on their own, they are talking and talking back, they 
suddenly have opinions, and they can refuse food, naps, and baths. 
They have their own desires, and when they want something, they 
want it now! Our wonderful, lovely, dependent babies vanish 
overnight and in their place are sometimes whiny, demanding, still- 
adorable imposters. Who are these little rascals who are still so cute 
and yet so monstrous? Who need us but don’t want us? Who seem 
driven not by distraction but by an unstoppable inner desire to 
explore the world and all that is around them with their eyes, feet, 
hands, noses, ears, and yes, even their tongues? 

When they don’t behave, or they act out, or they seem to ignore our 
directions, we resort to certain tactics: We want them to follow our 
rules, be good, and behave. We cajole, beg, and bribe them with 
rewards. We pray and hope that by example they will model 
themselves after us and our good behavior. Sometimes we resort to 
threatening them. Or yelling at them. If we’re lucky, when our toddler 
is really working our last nerve we can pass a child off to a babysitter 
or to a teacher or to a spouse and just walk away. Then, of course, our 
willful, strong-natured toddlers who just a minute ago didn’t seem to 
care for us at all are suddenly blue in the face with anger and 
frustration. They want us! They need us! Come baaaack! 

These scenarios probably seem familiar. Parenting a toddler 
sometimes feels like a battle that can’t be won. Most of us have felt 
totally helpless in the face of our toddler at one time or another. Or 
maybe even many times. But it doesn’t have to be like this. It may be 
hard to believe, but life with our toddlers can actually be calm, fun, 
and enjoyable. The problem is that helping our children become 
happy and well-adjusted in their lives does not happen because we 
wish it so. Nor does it happen if we try to mold them or force them 
into being that person we desire them to be. There is no magic trick to 
force kids into becoming happy, successful adults. But when we learn 
to accept the good and bad of what our kids express—and start to 
understand why the furious development, emerging sense of self, and 
growth in their brains are actually what’s driving these dramatic 
swings in behavior—it all starts to make a lot more sense. You'll be 


able to move away from immediate judgments of the actual behavior, 
and instead finally be able to understand what your child is really 
trying to tell you. And when you know what they are communicating, 
the response becomes much more clear. 


e How the Toddler Brain Grows: Interactive, Dynamic, and 
Variable œ 


As frustrating as this changeability of the toddler may be, these 
instances actually give us a great opportunity to get inside our kids 
and figure out what they are thinking and feeling and how their brain 
is growing at this age. We can learn to use these seemingly 
contradictory behaviors to understand how our children see and 
experience the world—and when we see the world from their vantage 
point, we understand who they are and what they need, putting us in 
a much better, calmer, and more effective position to guide them. 


Indeed, how we interact with our toddlers now plays an 
enormous role in how they develop later. Set a strong foundation 


during the toddler years, and ongoing development has a firm 
base. Weaken that foundation during these crucial years, and the 
consequences are seen for years fo come. 


During these years, your child is emerging as her own person, 
separate from you. This is an emotionally challenging process that 
makes the toddler years fragile, challenging, and exciting all at once, 
with tremendous leaps in learning and growth. But as we’ve been 
seeing, toddler behavior reflects this explosive period of growth and 
change. Indeed, underneath the behavior is the toddler brain—which 
is both malleable and vulnerable, dynamic and responsive to outside 
factors. 

The toddler brain is not fixed by some hardwired genetic code that 
solely determines who children are or how they behave. All aspects of 
children’s development—physical, emotional, social, and cognitive— 


are a result of the dynamic interplay between the child’s biology and 
inherited tendencies (which include temperament) and their individual 
experiences (including interactions with their parents, teachers, and 
siblings, as well as their nutrition, opportunities for stimulation, and 
protection from stress). Just as it’s hard to predict who will grow up to 
be our next president, Nobel Prize winner, or Olympic athlete, it’s also 
hard to predict when our children will grow into their best selves. But 
there is one certainty: The toddler brain cannot grow or develop in the 
best way possible if a child is under constant stress, if he or she doesn’t 
feel safe and secure, and if she or he is not given the kind of freedom 
coupled with support and limits to begin the long process of 
separation and individuation. Security, comfort, freedom, and limits 
are essential ingredients for healthy development—of the brain and 
the person. 

Of course, every parent wants their child to grow and develop 
optimally, which is why psychologists and educators have been 
peering into the minds of young children, observing their behaviors, 
and analyzing their similarities and differences for centuries. Based on 
these scientific studies and observations, theorists have tried to define 
how most children grow and develop over time—as if there was some 
average or generalization that could be made. This line of thinking 
might remind you of the old debates over nature and nurture, and 
which is more important for development. What I can tell you is that 
many decades and thousands of studies demonstrate that it is a 
combination of the two that makes a person who they are. In fact, 
recent studies of the brain confirm that it’s not nature versus nurture; 
it’s nature and nurture. Some of what a child does is inborn, including 
temperament. This refers to how strongly a child reacts emotionally, 
how sensitive they are to noise or other distractions, how active they 
tend to be, how focused they can be, and how they approach new 
people or things. I refer to these inborn qualities as the child’s style or 
approach in the world. But this is only one piece of the child; by no 
means does inborn mean destiny. Instead, those inborn qualities or 
tendencies are then molded and shaped by their interaction with their 
life experiences. 


Nor does every child develop in the same way at the same time. As 
developmental psychologists have known for a long time, and 
neuroscientists are now starting to corroborate through brain 
research, children’s development happens in response to many 
different factors. If it were simply about genetic makeup and 
hardwiring, development across children and even within one child 
would be remarkably consistent. And yet, no two children in a family 
are the same, as my own boys attest. Each child has unique needs, 
which in turn require different kinds of responses from us. What they 
all have in common is a parent who responds to their particular needs, 
provides ongoing guidance and comforts, and shares in the child’s 
JOYS. 

In other words, trying to label milestones or skills as “normal” or 
“typical” is so broad that it becomes useless. Take walking, for 
example. Pediatricians consider it within normal age range for a baby 
to begin walking anywhere from nine to sixteen months. That is a 
wide span for a basic skill. Similarly, “normal” within one child is also 
variable. A baby who is an early talker, speaking multiple words at ten 
months and sentences not long after, may not crawl until twelve 
months, and walk at seventeen months. Variation is the rule, not the 
exception. 

For toddlers, indisputably the most important context for the 
shaping and molding within the brain is the relationship with the 
parents or the main caregivers raising them. Brain studies show the 
lasting effects of positive or negative parental care during infancy 
affect the offspring into adolescence and beyond: if a young child is 
neglected or is raised in a chronic environment of high stress (such as 
the emotional stress of living in poverty or the physical stress from 
abuse), that child’s brain will be forever altered. 

We also know that simply feeding and giving basic care is not 
enough. As clearly demonstrated by attachment studies, young 
children need to be held, responded to, and loved. The newer and 
rapidly expanding field of brain research confirms and extends this 
understanding, reinforcing just how crucial this early caregiver 
interaction is to the healthy development of a child—cognitively, 
emotionally, and socially—and underscoring the damages and long- 


term consequences of not having a positive caregiver-infant 
relationship. These basic needs for love, nurturance, and care must be 
met for a child to thrive. If any or all are absent, a child’s brain 
architecture will literally develop a different pathway, one that can 
hijack a child’s ability to grow and learn to his or her full potential 
throughout life. 

The bottom line is this: Early experience matters and early 
caregiving relationships matter a lot. This is probably no surprise to 
you. Most parents recognize this importance. But what is often not 
made clear to us in the throes of this turbulent time is how to interact 
with our young children. How should we provide them with the love 
and comfort they need? To help them feel understood, and at the same 
time provide boundaries to give them the structure they need to 
navigate this stage of life? The answers to these crucial questions are 
about balance—a balance between giving them the room to move on 
their own and providing them with limits. Overly controlling a child 
this age can be damaging long past the toddler years, but so is a free- 
for-all without rules and limits. When you understand the world 
through your child’s eyes, seeing their unique needs gets easier, and so 
does giving the response that fits and provides the optimal balance. 

The toddler years set into place the grounding children require for 
healthy lifelong fulfillment, achievement, and success. But it is not 
always a smooth ride, as any parent or caregiver knows. 


e Self-Regulation Is the Key œ 


Toddlers are in the throes of many new and complex emotions (anger, 
fear, worry, sadness, elation, pride, shame) and making new neural 
connections every day (through their senses, through language, 
through their play). And often toddlers don’t quite know how to 
handle all this new information and stimulation. Their thoughts, 
feelings, and responses hit them intensely. This is why toddlers throw 
themselves on the floor in hysterics, or unexpectedly go from happy to 
angry or sad within seconds. They can’t yet control the rapidly shifting 


feelings that all this new information triggers inside them. And this is 
all totally normal. 

But what toddlers are also starting to learn (albeit slowly and 
somewhat painfully) is a set of emotional and cognitive skills or 
processes that come together under the umbrella called self-regulation. 
It is a term you may have heard or read about in the media. 
Developmental psychologists have studied this for decades. 
Neuroscientists are investigating it closely. There is a reason for so 
much focus on it. Self-regulation is what enables a child to handle 
intense thoughts and emotions, keep on task, bounce back from a 
disappointment, solve problems, listen to his parents or teachers, 
make friends, manage everyday stress, and develop the coping 
mechanisms to do so. Self-regulation skills are a mix of social, 
emotional, and cognitive (thinking) skills—I refer to them as key life 
skills—that enable kids to navigate both their inner world of thoughts 
and feelings and the world around them. Self-regulation skills are 
consistently tied to lifelong success in academics, physical and mental 
health, personal relationships, and overall quality of life. These skills 
are among the core aspects of what is referred to as “executive 
function.” And though children don’t learn or master these skills all at 
once, or even completely until later in life (during late adolescence), 
the toddler years provide an amazing opportunity to lay their 
foundation. 

These life skills enable a child to calm herself down, communicate 
what she needs, and stay relatively secure throughout the day, even 
during times of change and transition. (For more on transitions, see 
chapter 7.) As the child gets older, these skills are essential and allow 
him to make good decisions, handle hard situations, focus attention, 
problem solve, and override inappropriate actions (such as wanting to 
hit someone when angry, or thrusting a toy across the room because 
the desire is there). 

For the sake of being clear, there are two ways to think about how 
toddlers develop these crucial self-regulatory skills: first, their brains 
are hardwired to do so, if the conditions are good enough; and 
second, we, their parents, caregivers, teachers, and guardians, help 
them to develop these skills through modeling, guiding, providing 


comfort, and scaffolding. Developing self-regulation skills takes 
repeated practice over time, and much parental guidance is required. 
In other words, we are a big part of how kids learn to self-regulate. 


e Self-Regulation in the Brain œ 


Let’s first take a look at what’s happening with the toddler brain. As 
toddlers emerge from infancy, their brains are just beginning to 
develop the structures that manage vitally important functions. While 
neuroscience on this stage of development is new and growing each 
year, there is still much to be learned. Nonetheless, we have a basic 
understanding of some of the pieces that make the toddler years both 
critical for lifetime well being and success and at the same time 
challenging to parents or adults who care for young children. 

It is important to understand that there are three “processing 
centers” in the brain, and they are all interconnected and yet distinct. 
At the bottom of the brain is the area that controls breathing, 
heartbeat, and other automatic functions: the things that keep us alive. 
The middle section of the brain is the emotional center. All sensations 
and experiences travel through this part before going to our highest, 
thinking level of the brain, the cortex. It is important to know that the 
two lower centers of our brain are wired much earlier and more 
completely than our cortex. They also fire much faster. So all of us 
experience our emotions long before our reasoning kicks in. But for 
toddlers this difference is even more dramatic. 

Toddlers often feel the full force of an emotional response without 
having the ability to rationally “think” their way out of it. Through 
the toddler years, connections are being made between the higher level 
of the brain and the emotional centers. In fact, this is the most 
important learning and wiring occurring in toddler brain 
development. But connections take years (many!) to create and 
become automatic. This network develops over many, many life 
events. This linking between thinking and emotion happens in the 
hundreds of small interactions your child has with you and other 
important people every single day. Every time you comfort your child 


or walk them through a routine, you are helping form these 
connections. 

As parents, we can want to hurry up this process, looking forward 
to calmer times. But learning simply takes time. Do you ever wonder 
why you have to repeat the same routine every day (“first socks, then 
shoes”), maybe even several times in a day? It is because these 
connections are forming but are not yet complete. Think back to the 
last time you learned a difficult and complex task (golf, knitting, 
making a soufflé). It took several or even many trials before you 
became proficient. And some days, that skill seems to suddenly 
disappear (how did you land in that sand trap after all this time?). 

The same is true with toddlers. They need to experience events over 
and over (and over!) again to master them, especially something as 
hard as managing strong emotions. Lots of practice and repetition are 
needed. Every time you respond to a frightened child with comforting 
words, “Oh... that was scary. The noise was so loud. I’m here with 
you. You’re safe,” or you encourage your child to persist in a task by 
labeling their feelings, “You’re feeling so frustrated because that 
puzzle piece doesn’t fit! You can try again and it might fit,” your child 
is building connections between thoughts, feelings, and soothing. Over 
hundreds or even thousands of trials, your child will begin to 
internalize this process. She’ll start to say to herself, “This is hard but 
I can do it,” or your son will say, “It’s scary but I’m okay.” Children 
learn to use their thoughts and words to manage feelings and organize 
their behavior based on these many interactions with you over time. 
(“Hitting people hurts. But I can hit that hammer toy instead.”) And 
it’s this ability to cope with strong feelings and handle behavior in 
socially acceptable ways that is the essence of self-regulation, which is 
also one of the best predictors of achievement and well-being 
throughout the life span (more on that later in chapter 8). 

At the brain level, the prefrontal cortex (that part of the brain’s 
architecture that supports regulation and the main executive 
functions) is very much still developing at birth and even well through 
adolescence and into early adulthood. The infant is fully dependent on 
the caregiver to calm them and help them regulate. Toddlers, thanks to 
a combination of these gradually developing structures in the frontal 


lobe, coupled with their growing desire for independence, start to 
handle life a bit more on their own—but they still rely on us. As a 
parent, you know this, because children, at around age two, first push 
back with their own ideas and preferences with a mind of their own. 
The difficulty arises because toddlers have their own ideas at a time 
when these brain structures are only beginning to develop; they still 
have a long way to go before they will be fully on board and useful. 
Which is why toddlers do not yet have a well-developed brain capacity 
for thinking through situations, for controlling emotions or behavior, 
for acting “politely” or stopping behaviors they should not be doing, 
for making decisions or knowing what is right or wrong. Yet. These 
abilities are a work in progress—and they will, with proper support 
and attention from us, improve as the brain matures. At this point in 
time, you, the parent, act as their organizer and regulator. Later, the 
child will be able to do it for themselves. Did I mention that toddlers 
and teenagers have a lot in common? 

The grounding for self-regulation and executive function begins to 
be laid starting with the earliest caregiver-infant interactions. The 
comforting and calming that parents provide for their infants is 
thought to build these brain structures. Think back to infancy. When 
our children were infants, we knew they needed our help calming 
down. We swaddled our newborns; we held, rocked, and comforted 
them. We relied on routines to help them settle in at night and wake 
up in the morning. We knew in a commonsense way that babies need 
food and sleep to grow. 

But when our babies become toddlers, we automatically begin to 
interact with them in a different way: we begin to take a step back and 
often take away some of the care and attention. This makes sense: it’s 
our hardwired human instinct to help the toddler on her path toward 
becoming independent. But what we need to keep in mind is that even 
though they are acting like they want independence (which they do!), 
they need us just as strongly as they did when they were babies, just in 
a new and different, and sometimes quite intense, way. 


Toddlers Need to Make Mistakes . . . and We Need to Let 
Them 


Toddlers’ modus operandi is to test themselves and figure out how 
to do tasks on their own. They learn by making mistakes, over 
and over, and trying again. This is part of figuring out who they 
are. But if they see an attempt as a mistake, if they think they have 
tailed, they don't keep trying. They give up. When we as parents 
insist there is always a “right way,” we take away the opportunity 


for our children to exercise independence and learn from 
mistakes. Ve also tell them that their way is wrong. Correcting a 
child is the same as controlling him, and both correcting and 
controlling rob your child of the chance to prove that he is 
growing. That's what he wants you to see and acknowledge. 
That's how he figures out what he can do. Toddlers are all about 
learning through their mistakes, through trial and error, regardless 
of the outcome. And when you support his explorations and share 
in his delights, he feels valued and sate. 


e Giving Your Child the Skills to Thrive e 


Ask any parent what he or she wants most for their children and the 
majority will say, “I want my child to be happy.” Yes, parents also 
want their kids to be safe and resilient, knowing the world can be an 
adversarial place and that in order to truly succeed in life—in 
whatever they aspire to do and be—they need to develop certain 
emotional skills and become well-adjusted. They will also say they 
want their children to be “kind,” “caring,” “respectful,” and often 
“successful” and “smart.” These are all values that most of us share. 
Who wouldn’t want a child to grow up to be kind, caring, successful, 
and happy? 

But can we really make our children happy? Can we force them to 
be genuinely kind? 


No. We really can’t make our kids do anything. We can kiss them, 
love them, hug them, and indulge them. We can sign them up for 
myriad activities, plan playdates and vacations, give them music 
lessons, Mandarin classes, gymnastics, soccer, and ballet, and do our 
utmost to get them into the best schools. 

But think about it for a moment—is “happiness” really what we 
are after anyway? 

This drive we have as happy-seeking, often overachieving parents 
begins early—our plump little babies are allowed to coo, cry, spit up, 
and awaken us at night until they are about one year and ten months. 
Then, whammo! As soon as they reach two years old, suddenly and as 
if overnight, we have a whole new set of rules for them: we want them 
to behave, listen, follow rules, and “be nice.” And just as we shift our 
expectations of our no-longer babies, all hell seems to break loose. A 
switch is flicked and our sweet little ones turn into demanding, 
irrational, often defiant toddlers. We worry that if we don’t clamp 
down on their “bad” behaviors now, they will have these behaviors 
forever. 

It may surprise you to know that parents often—unwittingly, 
unintentionally—get in the way of their toddlers growing into the 
well-adjusted, empathetic, resilient, happy older children and adults 
they envision them to be. Parents often think they are doing what is 
best for their children, when in fact, all they are doing is blocking the 
needs that are at the core of who that child is. And when we suffocate 
those needs, or even simply overlook them, when we, unwittingly or 
not, try to mold our children, and shape their behavior according to 
some preconceived expectations of who they are and who we think 
they ought to be, we stamp out and smother them. We deny them the 
crucial foundation necessary for every child to grow up well. By 
getting in their way (we’ll explore the ways we can inadvertently 
sabotage our children’s development in chapter 4), we take away their 
ability to understand themselves, to explore the world in a way that 
makes sense to them and encourages their curiosity. We truncate their 
motivation to learn. We take away their confidence to forge 
relationships, and most crucial of all, we interrupt their ability to 


develop the emotional skills necessary for them to succeed in school 
and in life. 

I don’t mean succeed in the way we tend to think of success these 
days: that they will become straight-A students, awesome athletes, 
accomplished artists, or the next great business innovators—though 
all of that might happen, too. What I mean by success is this: a person 
who feels confident to explore the world around him with excitement 
and curiosity, who is not afraid to make mistakes, who feels secure 
enough to begin to make friends, and who feels well-adjusted enough 
to bounce back when she is disappointed. A person who can handle 
life is motivated to learn, stands up for herself, and cares about others. 
Sound too good to be true? 

Not at all. 

Toddlers do or say many things that from an adult point of view 
appear to be irrational, unsocialized, or even absurd. Indeed, many of 
our toddlers’ seemingly illogical choices make us parents very nervous. 
We can get embarrassed. Our response? We tend to overcorrect them, 
or criticize them, or simply stop them. As adults, we see our toddlers’ 
erratic behavior as needing to be controlled because they seem so out 
of control, which, from an adult view, they might be. This is when we 
tend to fall back on generalizations about the classic “terrible twos”— 
or threes or fours. We see kids this age as misbehaving or rude or not 
listening or losing it or throwing temper tantrums over nothing. But 
when looked at with fresh eyes, these misbehaviors can make sense, 
even to us. Then you will be able to guide your child through it to a 
more socialized way of being. Eventually. 


So what can parents do? There are six key ways parents can interact 
with their toddler. Parents can: 


1. mirror back a sense of safety and relative order; 

2. listen to children instead of always talking at and directing 
them; 

3. give children freedom to play and explore on their own; 


4. allow children the space and opportunity to struggle and fail; 

5. work to understand who each individual child is and what he 
needs at a given age; and 

6. provide children with limits, boundaries, and guidance. 


These simple actions (which I will expand upon in later chapters) give 
any child a strong foundation to grow during a time when they are 
just beginning to test and understand themselves in relation to others 
and respond to and manage their complicated feelings. 

And guess what happens when we interact with our kids in this 
way? We suddenly become disentangled from the battles; calm and 
clear enough to respond to what our child is really needing at any 
given moment (rather than starting with what the adult needs at that 
moment); and flexible enough to give our kids choices while at the 
same time providing support and boundaries. 

My approach is a child-centered way of guiding kids safely and 
confidently, stimulating their minds and imaginations and motivating 
them to develop a strong sense of self and meaningful relationships to 
others. By parenting in this way, we give our children the opportunity 
to be curious, creative, resilient, and, yes, happy; a recipe for lifelong 
success. At the same time, it’s up to us as parents to provide a road 
map and set boundaries and limits. By shifting your perspective and 
learning to see the world through the eyes of your child, the way you 
parent will change, enabling your children to be and become who they 
are meant to be. 

This is not a boilerplate guide that offers one, two, three steps to 
discipline and manage your child. It’s not a set of rules to follow that 
promise that your child will be well behaved, well regulated, and end 
up happy. At the end of the day, any attempt to proscribe children’s 
behavior based on desired outcome will likely fail. Instead, my 
approach is about shifting your point of view—showing you how to 
look at the world through your toddler’s eyes so that you can 
understand your child’s needs more clearly and accurately. Your child, 
in turn and over time, begins to learn how to meet these needs for 
themselves, always with your support. When a child’s essential needs 
are taken care of (and we’ll see what needs are indeed essential and 


which are not), you not only lay down the emotional and 
psychological foundation that enables your child’s fullest potential but 
you also feel much more fulfilled and happy as a parent. The two go 
hand in hand. 

Although not tied to a prescription (because no one-size 
prescription can fit every child as if they are all the same), my 
approach does offer a practical framework and set of strategies that 
will not only give you a stronger sense of flexibility and options about 
how to help your children calm down or move through transitions, for 
example, but will also position you to direct your children more 
kindly and gently, in ways that kids can actually benefit from. With 
this kind of parenting, kids flourish because they begin to understand 
the different feelings they have, internalize self-regulatory skills, make 
choices and decisions, understand consequences of their actions, and 
understand who they are and how they relate to others. In short, they 
become able to manage their own behavior and learn how to handle 
life. And according to the latest findings in neuroscience and 
psychology, these skills form the basis of lifelong success, ranging from 
school achievement to friendships to being empathic, creative, and 
innovative. 

You may be thinking, So what does this shift in perspective look 
like? Hearing directly from parents will best illustrate this shift. As 
one parent said to me, “Helena was about to go into a tailspin about 
what she was wearing; if I reacted to her by yelling at her, or getting 
upset that she couldn’t decide, or wouldn’t get dressed, then she would 
get more upset. But I now understand how hard this seemingly simple 
request can be for her. So, if I don’t react, and give her some time to 
work through her indecision, she usually calms down. The moment 
passes and we move on.” 

Another noted, “I was so worried about my child being weak and 
whiney. There was so much he could not do and I worried there was 
something wrong. But since you helped me see that I had to trust him 
to do more for himself, and that he actually wanted to do more, he is 
so much better. In two weeks, I have let go and let him make mistakes. 
He is so much happier and feels so good about himself!” 


Parents have to learn to trust themselves as they make this shift in 
perspective and begin to see the world from their toddler’s point of 
view. At first it may feel awkward, even uncomfortable. But when you 
cue in to your child, and check your own response to a certain 
situation, you will begin to see underneath your child’s behavior and 
understand what she or he really needs. And then remarkable things 
happen. Parents stay calm and confident, and kids slowly but surely 
learn how to navigate their own feelings, make decisions, and trust 
themselves—yes, at two, three, four, and five years old. 

In some ways, this book is a gentle reminder of what many of you 
probably already, intuitively know: how to parent in a way that 
enables your child to become that kind, compassionate, motivated, 
curious, well-adjusted, and happy person you envision. Parenting not 
from the point of view of trying to manage or control their behaviors 
with hopes that they turn out how you wish for them to be. Parenting, 
instead, is about understanding the unique person your child is—one 
who is in an intense, not quite predictable, state of emergence and 
flux, especially at the prime ages of two to five. And this means both 
guiding them through the day-to-day challenges of eating, handling 
tantrums, getting dressed, and getting along with friends while helping 
them build the lifelong skills needed to become a well-regulated, 
competent, and caring person who can handle life with all its ups and 
downs. 


chapter two 


The Toddler Paradox 


Why They Pull You Close and Then Push You Away 


Xavier, age three, burst into the classroom one day, exuberant and 
angry. He wore a cape and announced that he was Superman. He 
marched around the room for much of the session with a scowl on his 
face and announced to the teachers that he was mad. At one point, he 
was a dinosaur, crushing things with his feet; at another point, he tried 
to throw objects around the room. He announced that he did not 
want to play with anyone today, that he was a “strong boy and no one 
can get near me.” 

When I spoke with the mother, she reported that at home he also 
was being Superman and expressing a lot more anger. She could not 
figure out why. The mother had started a new job recently after being 
at home, but several months had passed. We wondered together if 
Xavier’s behavior was a reaction to her being at work each day. But 
then she revealed something else: “He has been missing his cousin 
who he plays with twice a week. He goes over to his grandmother’s 
and plays with her there. But not for the past few weeks.” 

“Why?” I asked. 

The mother explained that his grandmother was away, traveling 
with the cousin and her family for a month. 

I figured we had hit it. Not only was his cousin away, but his 
grandmother was with them. Could he be jealous? I went on the 
assumption that he was. His anger and need to be in control by 


wearing the cape and being Superman made sense. It was a response 
to his jealousy and confusion. Where had grandma gone? And why did 
she take my cousin and not me? 

That day at school, we gave him outlets to express his anger over 
his grandma’s being away, and missing her. We validated his feelings, 
reminded him it was not his fault that grandma was away, and 
reinforced that she would be back soon. His relief (and release) was 
evident on his face, in his body, and through his lighter, but still 
empowered, Superman play. Soon he started talking about mommy 
being at work. Whereas she used to pick him up after school, now 
their neighbor did. Finally, he collapsed in tears into a teacher’s arms 
for comfort, crying, “I miss Mommy.” 

The erratic, seemingly paradoxical behavior of toddlers is normal 
and to be expected: children are expressing their emotions in the only 
way they can at this age, still limited by their developing verbal 
capabilities and minimal knowledge of feelings. They are caught 
between two battling needs: the desire for self and independence 
versus the need for comfort, security, and the familiar—in other 
words, mama or dada. In the case of Xavier, he projected feeling big 
and strong and wanting to be apart from others, when in fact, inside, 
he was sad, angry, confused, and needing to be close for comfort. 


The Toddler: Exploration Phase 


The exploration phase begins when the young toddler starts to 
walk. By eighteen months, and continuing over the next few 
years, your child is on a nearly nonstop adventure of discovery, 
combined with growing abilities—physical skills (for example, 
climbing, running, throwing}, tine motor skills (for example, eating 
with utensils, drawing, zipping coat), language skills (trom words 
fo sentences, more complex ideas, then stories), social skills (such 
as playing with peers in increasingly sophisticated ways}, and the 
ability to handle emotions. No wonder your toddler gets 


exhausted, breaks down, and needs your support and comfort. 
Even older children, beyond five, reach this point sometimes. 

In the early stages of this physical mobility, up to about age 
three, he is also beginning to use language—a reflection of the 
enormous cognitive changes going on in his brain. Between the 
ages of two and five there will be enormous changes in their 
language abilities, which ties into their ability to communicate 
with others, to understand emotions, to be empathic, and to 
engage in pretend play. These areas all overlap. 

As toddlers learn to speak, they are not simply labeling objects 
or saying words; they are trying to communicate their needs, but 
otten ineftectively. Language allows children to communicate, but 
not always in a direct way, or in a way that makes sense to 
adults. 

With the leaps in language development come new ways of 
thinking and growing physical capabilities. VVhat does this 
mean? A push for more autonomy, to do more “by myself,” to try 
out more new things. And for this reason, parents need to 
establish clear limits. Limits make it safe for the toddler to explore. 


All kids have negative emotions and should have negative 
emotions. And when they reach some kind of limit or extreme, 
children at this age will lose it and feel pushed too far. They may even 
act out. Have meltdowns. Or get sullen and whiney. All of these 
responses are completely normal, and more to the point, healthy. For 
parents, this situation means understanding what’s going on inside the 
toddler mind and brain. You have to look under the behavior and 
decipher what your child really needs at this time in his or her life. 


e Pulling Us Close, Pushing Us Away: A Closer Look œ 


At an emotional and social level, toddlers’ primary needs are defined 
by two instinctual drives that explain most if not all of their behavior: 


the need to separate and the accompanying desire to become an 
independent being with a sense of self. Both of these drives begin in 
their relationship with you. 

Our children are born dependent on us. Newborns come into the 
world wanting and needing to feel loved and cared for and to become 
attached. Their brains are wired for this attachment relationship. You 
may have read about attachment. There are many thousands of 
studies over the past thirty years that have examined parent-child 
attachment and established why the interactions in this first 
relationship are so important, particularly with mothers or the 
primary caregiver. Attachment is that first or primary relationship, 
usually with parents, that forms over the first year of life. Based on the 
many interactions between the baby and parent, the many times the 
parent responds to the infant’s needs, every day, over the first year of 
life, an important bond is formed between parent and child. When the 
relationship involves a back-and-forth between an infant who has 
needs and a parent who provides responsive and sensitive comfort and 
care, and shares the enjoyment of being their parent (at least most of 
the time!), the infant is able to form a sense of security and trust that 
others will take care of him. These trusting feelings eventually become 
a core for their sense of self. Equally important is that the infant 
develops feelings that she deserves to be loved and cared for. 

It is this early relationship that sets the child up to develop 
competently, now and in the future. In fact, this first relationship is so 
important that it sets up success in how children think, handle 
emotions, relate and make friends, develop empathy and caring, and 
do well in school. Studies have begun to map how these early 
attachment relationships are encoded in the brain and either help 
(secure attachment) or hinder (insecure attachment, or neglect/chronic 
trauma) brain development. The tracks laid down in the brain during 
the early years are so important that they affect development long past 
these early ages. This clearly shows how much parenting during the 
infant and toddler years matters. It matters a lot. 

All babies become attached, even if it is a challenging infant who 
fusses a lot, or if it takes a while before you feel like you are in rhythm 
with your baby. Over time, and through many occasions of comfort 


and care, you and your baby work out your unique relationship. Then 
quite suddenly, after our babies enter the second year of life and as 
soon as they become upright and mobile, their entire world opens up 
and they want and need to begin exploring that world around them 
and who they are in it. And this big departure from being held, 
swaddled, and fed means they have to be given some freedom. But 
here’s the thing parents can overlook: they still need us. Plain and 
simple as that. They still need our love, our caring for them, and our 
ways of keeping them safe. The world, which is so exciting to explore 
and such a big place, is also filled with uncertainty, newness, and fear! 
That is why our relationships with our children at this age are crucial. 
They also are complicated, often stressful, and even quite volatile. 

Therein lies the irony of the first two years of life: the baby must 
become attached in order to move away and separate. First, when she 
is safe in your arms, it is your gentle, loving care and meeting her 
needs that helps her gain the required sense of security. And then, after 
they feel secure that you are there for them, it is this feeling of safety 
and trust that motivates them to let go and successfully move away 
from you as soon as they become a toddler. 

As we’ve seen, the changes in their brain during this time are rapid, 
and the brain structures for controlling and handling emotions and 
thoughtful planning are quite new and not anywhere close to fully 
developed. So what does this mean for our toddlers? They really 
cannot manage intense or negative emotions too well (yet), and 
stopping themselves from doing something they should not is equally 
hard at this age. These are the self-regulation skills, or life skills, we 
discussed in the last chapter. The drives for separation and self, 
coupled with emerging brain development, are what underlie much of 
what young children do: when they try to control their impulses, 
explode in anger, melt down, refuse to go to sleep, or try to get along 
with other kids. It’s what’s behind their difficulty getting dressed in the 
morning, getting out the door at any time, sitting at the dinner table, 
being quiet in a library, or learning how to become increasingly 
independent even when they need your help. 

As if this mind-brain situation weren’t complicated enough, these 
drives meet head-on with the child’s realization that he can’t be totally 


on his own—nor does he want to be. At times he may act like he is 
ready for full independence, but he’ll also realize quickly that there are 
so many things he can’t do without you—from tying his shoes to 
falling asleep on his own. In the end, they don’t really want to be 
alone anyhow; rather, they want to be left alone to try things for 
themselves. With you close by. That is the crux of the challenge—to be 
independent but not alone. You can see why this age is complicated 
and confusing—to them and to us. Children this age truly fear being 
left alone. This deep need to stay attached is as intense as the need to 
separate. So, in many ways, they need us more now than ever. 

I call these daily struggles for independence yet closeness the “push 
and pull” dynamic of toddlers; these moments reflect the storminess 
and turbulence of behaviors, feelings, and states of mind of children 
between the ages of two and five. Children at these ages embody this 
push-pull so much that it becomes the larger context for their lives at 
this time. Yet their ways of showing or expressing this push-pull 
conflict vary, from being quiet and keeping much of it inside to 
showing it more outwardly in lots of paradoxical and confusing ways 
(at least to adults). 

This push-pull between separating and becoming independent, 
coupled with a profound need for a safe, familiar place to return for 
comfort, leads to great emotional upheaval and the back-and-forth 
behaviors at this age. When parents understand how these two 
developmental challenges affect everything about their toddler’s 
world, suddenly their children seem a lot less mysterious. The child 
who can’t wait to go to playgroup one week and the next throws a 
tantrum at home when it is time to get ready to leave for playgroup, 
refusing to put on his jacket and shoes, is trying to sort through his 
mixed feelings: leaving home, which I know so well, is always hard 
even though I like playgroup. 

One day they like bananas, and the next they are repelled to their 
core, screaming, “You know I hate bananas!” Meanwhile, the parent 
is thinking, What is wrong with you? You ate bananas yesterday and 
now you are saying you don’t like them? That is utterly ridiculous! 

The child who likes bananas one day and hates them the next is 
figuring out his own preferences and testing out his power: Do I listen 


to Mommy or am I my own boss? Do I really like bananas, or do I eat 
them because Mommy says to? 

Remember Maya from the previous chapter, who wanted pink ice 
cream? She was ready to be a big girl one moment, and the very next, 
with a trigger that no one could have predicted, she seemed to regress 
into her former, little girl self. Inside she is struggling. I want to be a 
big girl. Am I ready to be a big girl? Am I still little? I still need the 
comforts of being little. 

Keep in mind, too, that while this intense push-pull, which activates 
many emotions, is happening, children have to handle this storminess 
with a brain that is not fully capable of managing emotions well. In a 
way, you can see their behaviors as the result of dueling needs: 


e They want to be separate from you, but also stay attached. 

e They want to be independent and dependent. 

e They are freedom seeking, but also need limits and structure 
in order to feel safe. 


These dueling needs can lead to dueling behaviors and feelings: 


e They feel loving toward you, as well as hateful or rageful. 

e They can be polite, and equally rude. 

e They can seem sensitive to others as well as completely self- 
absorbed. 

e They can be risky and courageous as well as overly cautious 
and timid. 

e They can act like a big kid, and then like a baby or younger 
version of themselves. 


Toddlers at their core are nearly possessed by a burning desire to be 
their own person (Me!), developing their own wishes, ideas, likes, and 
dislikes. As they separate and develop into being their own person, 
they are also developing desires (often different from yours) and a 
sense of self. In other words, they want what they want. And what 
you, the parent, intends for them can be seen as an intrusion or 


roadblock. 


The conflict that arises for the toddler is this: at the very same time 
they need to be certain that you, the beloved parent, are the rock that 
will never leave their side. Can you see the head-on push-pull 
unfolding? The push is an irresistible drive forward to go out in the 
world and become their own person. The equally intense pull is back 
to the comfort of the familiar, the person they know best and trust, 
who provides comfort and security. Push-pull; over and over again. 
But the parent who is often on the receiving end of all this conflicted 
behavior cannot always stay calm and keep on course when their child 
keeps pushing them away, battling them, ignoring them and then 
screaming for them to come closer! But don’t be fooled. As she begins 
to separate, she needs you close by to pick her up when she falls or 
needs comfort. This is why it’s also so crucial for parents to tune in 
and pay attention to their child’s point of view at this time. 

Here’s the paradox again: Toddlers, as we are seeing, may look like 
they need less of our comfort and direction, when in fact the opposite 
is true. They are still very fragile and in need of our protection and 
support. Providing them with cues, guidance, boundaries, and comfort 
is an absolute necessity, especially as they become more autonomous. 


e Practicing Their Independence e 


Separation, of course, does not happen all at once. It’s an evolving 
process with lots of back-and-forth movement. At the same time that 
your child wants and needs to separate from you to explore the world 
with his hands, feet, eyes, ears, and tongue, he also needs you—your 
comfort and protection as well as guidance and limits. The child 
wants to be her own person but equally wants to know you are taking 
care of her. Imagine two opposing goals fully in effect at once— 
wanting to be apart and wanting to be together. Seem difficult? It can 
be. So it is no wonder it can drive a parent, or any rational adult, 
crazy. Only when we begin to think about the world through the eyes 
of our young children does it start to make sense. 

One day the child feels big. As one three-and-a-half-year-old 
demanded: “When do I get to be a grown-up? I want to be a grown- 


up now!” The next day she feels little. This same child battled meal 
and bedtime for the next week, sleeping one night in her ballerina tutu 
and new backpack, a clear reminder of her age. In her quest to be 
“grown up” she asserted herself in the only way she knew. Big and 
little, the motto of the toddler years. 

As parents, we go through our own conflict: part of us wants that 
child to grow up and grow up fast so that the land of hiccups, control 
battles, and tantrums will be left behind (ask parents of teens about 
revisiting this again!). But another part of us wants to hold on to that 
baby forever. We are not always aware of these feelings. As you get 
more familiar both with what your child is thinking and feeling and 
what you are thinking and feeling about your child’s development, 
guiding your child will become simpler and smoother. You will be 
seeing your child’s needs through his or her eyes—as if for the first 
time. 

This constant shifting from needing the parent to wanting to be out 
on their own can be confusing for parents, too. Some parents might 
experience a sense of relief or excitement; other parents might feel 
uncomfortable, sad, nervous or afraid, even angry, or a confusing 
combination of all these emotions. Just as their children are vacillating 
between intense extremes of emotion, so too are parents. 

When young children vacillate in their behavior—pushing us away 
and pulling us toward them—they are practicing what it feels like to 
be independent. They push us away so they can begin to internalize 
the sense that they are their own person. As one father tried to help 
his three-and-a-half-year-old daughter put on her coat, she 
reprimanded him loudly and snatched the coat out of his hand. “Let 
me do this myself! I am gonna be four!” 

But as soon as children demand their independence, they just as 
quickly get the feeling they need to be grounded again, with a desire 
for our reassurance and comfort. This leads to battles and internal 
struggles for parents—Does he need me or doesn’t he?—and often 
parental frustration. 

In the next minute or hour after they demand to do it their own 
way without your help, when they are climbing onto your lap at the 
end of a long day, or breaking down into tears as soon as they walk 


through the door after school, they are showing you that they’ve 
worked hard all day being a “big kid” but now they really, really need 
you. Inside, they are still little, needy, and fragile. This again is the 
constant push-pull of the two- to five-year-old. They need to be 
reminded again and again that when they need you, you really are 
there for them. It may sound odd, but the more they try things on 
their own and venture out to explore the world, the more intense their 
need for you becomes. And each time they feel comforted again by 
you, it is practice for life; they internalize the understanding that “no 
matter how hard things get, no matter how angry or upset I feel, or 
how much I push Mommy or Daddy away, they are still there for me. 
I am not alone.” 

But as we know, life is not perfect. There are always days and 
moments when our children need us as touchstones, and we are 
particularly exhausted or impatient. Maybe your toddler has 
challenged you over and over all day, or you have finished a long day 
yourself, and the toddler’s meltdown is the last straw. Instead of 
letting him climb into your lap for comfort and reconnecting or 
listening patiently to his tear-filled cries, you snap. Or you criticize 
him. Or you tell him to be quiet or stop crying. 

This happens. There is no perfect parent. We are all human. What’s 
crucial for parents to see and understand is that during the toddler 
years, the needs of the child (for autonomy and exploration, coupled 
with support and comfort) and the needs of the parent (for time for 
self, or the need for the child to be good) come into constant 
misalignment. As we saw, when children are infants, parents have little 
problem deferring to the needs of the infant. But as the toddler grows, 
parents tend to put more pressure on the toddler to conform, to be 
“good”—when they help their children learn to become toilet trained, 
give up the bottle and the pacifier, and to speak nicely. The desires of 
parent and toddler have to be renegotiated as needs change, and the 
toddlers themselves need explicit help moving out of the comforts of 
being a baby into the exciting but as yet unknown benefits of growing 
up and being independent. But the desire to see the world (if the 
toddler is healthy) is natural and unstoppable. The pull is simply 
exhilarating. And as exciting as that is, it is also frightening. Even 


exhausting. Be careful what you wish for! This is where tantrums and 
refusals come in. 

For parents, this can be equally exhausting and daunting. A child in 
hysterics because you put his boots on him to get out the door in a 
timely fashion when he wanted to do it himself (in spite of his dallying 
and not doing it) can be downright maddening. Sometimes you handle 
it well; sometimes you don’t. It may sound odd, but the mishap is not 
the problem, so long as there is a positive reconnection, a repair. The 
key at times like these—when their needs collide with ours—is how 
you reconnect with your child. Coming back together again, without 
blame (which I will explain in chapter 6), lets them know you are here 
for them, always, even when bad moments happen. Children need to 
feel this deep trust, to feel you will take care of them, in bad times and 
good. Otherwise there is too much risk in exploring, moving out, or 
taking chances of any kind. This is all part of the shift in point of view 
that will begin to reshape your interaction with your child. 

In fact, I see the needs of the parent and child collide all the time. A 
frequent reason parents come to see me is sleep issues. It is common 
for parents to say that they took their two- or two-and-a-half-year-old 
out of the crib because “I thought she was ready,” or “He seemed so 
big for it,’ and now the child won’t stay in her bed. This is one 
example of the parent’s desire for the child to be bigger, before she is 
up to the task. Similarly, I have met with parents who told me that 
their child always fell asleep fine with his pacifier. At age three, even 
though sleep was the only time he used it, they decided he was old 
enough to fall asleep on his own—after all, “He is three”—so they 
suddenly took it away. The reason they came to see me? The child no 
longer goes to sleep at a reasonable time and wakes up repeatedly at 
night. He was used to his comfort; the parents were ready to move on. 
The issue here is not the pacifier. It is the clash of parent’s and child’s 
needs at that moment. 

Another example is a four-year-old who was throwing tantrums 
worse than the parents had ever seen. They were leaving in a few 
weeks to visit relatives overseas. They had prepared their son for 
weeks by talking about the trip and the people he would see. On his 
own, this eager little boy who liked things organized packed a 


backpack with books and toys he wanted on the airplane, seemingly 
excited about the trip. I suggested to the parents that they were talking 
too much about the trip, because two weeks was still far away for 
him. They assured me, “He knows about time and he likes being 
prepared far in advance.” 


A Toddler’s-Eye View of the World 


Seeing the world through the eyes and mind of your toddler 
means repeatedly reminding your children, in your words and 
actions, that they are not alone, that you (their secure base) are 
there for them when needed. During this time, it is the parent who 
has to keep reminding them that they have that base to return to. 
What do we mean by secure base? It is the positive and calming 
feeling the child carries with them when they go out in the world 
to explore—that they can always come back to the parent for 
love, comfort, and reassurance. Even if the parent is not close by, 
the child feels they are not alone. You are their “home base.” 
These feelings of security, of “I am okay, even if | fall,” of knowing 
that if they make mistakes, or get scared, or just need a little 
comfort, you will be there, result from a relationship where a 
reliable parent (or caregiver) responds lovingly to their needs and 
watches out for them. 

The young child develops an internalized sense of a secure 
base through you and because of you. Only then can they 
develop a deep belief in their own competence, that they will be 
okay, and have the courage and curiosity to venture further out in 
the world. With you helping them form this internal secure base, 
children can try new things, make mistakes, and recover. 


Nonetheless, the tantrums worsened and the smallest requests set 
up monumental meltdowns, until one day the mother asked if he was 
worried about the trip. 

“Yes,” Conrad quietly confirmed. 


“Why are you upset about it?” his mother asked in surprise. “We 
will see Grandma and your cousins.” 

Conrad, now teary-eyed, continued: “Because I don’t want to get so 
small. I’m scared.” 

Perplexed, the mother could not figure this out until Conrad stated, 
“When the plane goes up in the sky it gets small. I don’t want to be 
small like that. You won’t be able to see me,” and he started to cry. 
Big? Maybe. But he still thinks like a little boy. And that is the part we 
need to remember. 


e What's Unique About Your Child œ 


All of the changes and needs at this age may sound complicated. In 
unpacking the puzzle of understanding children from two to five, there 
is one more piece. Mixed in with the incredible growth that occurs is 
the large range of variation from one child to the next. Clearly, all 
children are different. But before we turn to what is unique in your 
own child, let’s first look at what is similar across children. Besides 
what is happening inside the mind of a young child as she figures out 
“me,” there are broadly congruent patterns across children’s behavior 
and how they express themselves, move, grow, and learn at these ages. 
These patterns give us a sense of what is considered typical at a given 
age. Yet even within these patterns, they are all different people, and 
no two children follow exactly the same pattern. This is individual 
variability. So, why is this variability important to keep in mind for us 
as parents and caregivers? In this day and age of hyperfocus on our 
children, with vast amounts of information available (for better or 
worse), parents often find themselves comparing and contrasting their 
children with other kids. “My child walked at ten months.” “My 
daughter was speaking in full sentences at two years old.” “My son 
Henry argues with me at three!” “Sophia is still not talking and she’s 
three and a half. Is something wrong?” “Our oldest child learned to 
read at four and now his sister is almost five and shows no interest in 
letters. What’s the matter?” 


Parents wonder. Parents worry. I find that parents worry more than 
in the past. They want to know ultimately that their children are 
healthy and will succeed in life. Sometimes they want to know if they 
are “normal.” All of these questions and impulses to compare our 
children are perfectly understandable, but I cannot emphasize enough 
that you need to keep in mind that children all vary—they grow at 
different rates, they express themselves in different ways, they show 
strengths and weaknesses in different areas and different contexts. 
Remember how you’d hear that baby Charlotte could sleep through 
the noise of her four brothers running around the house but that quiet 
Ben would wake from a nap at the sound of a pin drop? No child is 
perfectly even and skills don’t come “on line” all at the same time. 
Our kids are different from one another, and that is what makes each 
one the special person he or she is. They differ even within themselves, 
changing in certain situations or contexts. A child may behave one 
way in one situation and the polar opposite a day later. 

Every child has her own unique style, and that is important for 
parents to recognize. Sometimes we love and embrace parts of this 
unique style; other times we get worried or confused by our child’s 
unique manner. How your child approaches new situations, moves in 
the world, explores, responds to change, shows emotions, and takes in 
people and information is part of his approach. Every child handles 
the world in his own way, even though there are commonalities across 
children this age (there is that variability again!). Understanding how 
your child views the world is a combination of understanding this 
stage of development and knowing your child’s approach in the world. 

The questions below are designed to help you think about your 
own child’s approach to life. They will help tease out how he or she 
behaves in certain situations and what needs are likely underlying the 
behaviors. 

These are questions that only you can answer about your child. 
There are no right or wrong answers, but they can help guide your 
understanding of what life is like for your child. Sure, some tasks and 
behaviors are typical for most kids at certain ages, but the exact 
timing and details of any one child’s developmental road map are 
absolutely unique. At any given time, some kids move emotionally 


more quickly than others; other kids seem most focused on their 
physicality, as if ignoring cognitive or emotional dimensions of their 
experience. The very next month, these emphases could reverse 180 
degrees! And no pattern is right or wrong. 


e How comfortable is your child in her body? Does he seem 
timid or excited when facing a new physical activity? 

e Does your child seem sensitive to changes in routine? What 
does she do if the routine is changed? 

e Does your child express angry or sad feelings openly? How 
often does he or she have temper tantrums? 

e How does your child show frustration? Does he shut down 
quietly and walk away in defeat? Does she throw herself on 
the floor, or stomp away mad? 

e How often does your child enjoy solitary play? 

e How often does your child enjoy playing side by side with 
other children he or she knows? 

e How often is your child able to follow directions and listen to 
limits? 

e Is your child always comfortable at good-byes? Does she tend 
to shut down, cry, or fall apart? 

e How does your child behave in a new situation, such as 
visiting a friend’s home or going to a birthday party? Does 
she take her time and observe first? Does he need to stay with 
you for a while? Does he run in and explore with interest 
from the start? 


As you move through this book, you may come back to these 
questions and find you are responding differently. Why? Because how 
your child handles life and herself is always in flux. Keep these as a 
guide, a way to think of your changing, growing child over the span of 
years that are so dynamic! 


chapter three 


Toddler’s-Eye View 


Shift Your POV and Change Your Interaction with Your Child 


Parenting from your child’s point of view means shifting in orientation: 
instead of understanding your toddler from a “top-down” adult 
position, think and look at the world as if you were their age and their 
size. Thinking like a toddler means seeing many things as new, 
fascinating, or scary; it means having no real sense of time, and an 
unending curiosity about life. It means not knowing why things 
happen or what came before. From this vantage point, it makes sense 
that when toddlers have an idea, they act on it right away. 

Clearly, the world looks different from this position. Adults usually 
think in a rational and logical progression, where events are sequenced 
in time. Young children do not. As one mother of a three-year-old 
reported: 


For weeks, my son battled me every night at bedtime—he just would NOT go to sleep. 
He’d ask for “one more thing” over and over. He was always begging, “Stay with me. I 
miss you. DON’T GO!” I was yelling. I was shutting his door. I was pleading, “Pleeaase 
go to sleep.” It could take us up to two hours and I was furious by the time he’d go to 
sleep. I clearly was not helping the situation. What turned it around was when I really 
got to see that bedtime meant “good-bye” to him, just like when I leave for work each 
day. What I saw as the end of the day, and my time for myself, he saw as yet another 
separation. After speaking to Tovah, I took a different approach. Just like I do every 
morning, I gave him a kiss on each cheek so he could have me with him through his 
sleep. I told him, “I will see you in the morning, just like I always do, but my kisses are 
with you all night.” It took a few nights for the new routine and the reassurance to set 
in, and then the battles were gone. 


Another parent turned around a common irritating behavior: his 
two-and-a-half-year-old daughter got great pleasure from throwing 
her toys and watching her father yell and scream and tell her “no.” He 
tried time-outs; he tried taking away her toys. Both strategies failed 
and the father’s frustration escalated. 

Instead of fighting the girl’s behavior, I encouraged him “to go with 
it,” but in a reasonable and limited way. My suggestion? That he give 
her a place she could throw. Two-year-olds can be very impulsive. 
They are testing out their power (“oooh—I throw this and it goes 
far!”) as well as the power they have with parents (“I throw this, and 
Daddy yells—how interesting”). 

The father was reluctant and said, “I don’t want to encourage her 
to do it more.” 

I assured him that the opposite would happen. 

From the child’s view, throwing is fun and it gets a reaction from 
daddy. Joining her would both take away his overreaction and let her 
know that he understood her desire for throwing. Initially, he stayed 
with time-outs and removing toys. The behavior continued and 
increased. Feeling at his wits’ end, he got a small trash can and played 
the throw-it-in-the-can game, telling her she could throw toys in 
anytime. Soon she tired of the game and was rarely throwing. 
Toddlers want to be understood and validated in their desires. That is 
what this father did by giving his daughter a designated place to 
throw. (Small basketball hoops, placed low, can work, too.) 

How parents approach this shift in view varies. And it can take 
time. In the examples above, the mother had an “a-ha!” moment 
when I noted that bedtime was the biggest separation of the day, and 
the hardest one. Quickly she reframed bedtime like the morning 
separation and the child was more comforted and able to go to sleep 
without a fight. 

Seeing the world from a toddler’s view can be an odd experience. 
After all, we are socialized adults. The idea that we would suddenly 
lunge a cup of water across the room or shove a child out of our way 
just because he was there is simply bizarre. Eventually, when the father 
agreed to let the child throw toys in a specified place, the behavior 


passed because he finally understood that her urge to throw was big. 
Once she felt understood, the behavior passed. 

The point is not to be too hard on yourself, and to keep in mind 
that these years of toddlerhood are part of a much longer process. It is 
an opportunity, however, to consider your own attitudes and 
expectations about how you think toddlers should behave. Sometimes 
we are not even aware of our own assumptions or biases that might be 
preventing us from thinking from a child’s view, or from remembering 
that their point of view is decidedly different from our own. 

Often parents’ knee-jerk reaction in the face of a tyrannical two- 
year-old who wants to boss everyone around, or a seemingly 
manipulative four-year-old who refuses to take responsibility for any 
of his actions, is either to try to control them through strong discipline 
and rules or to give up control entirely. Confused, embarrassed, and 
upset by the “outrageous” behavior being shown in front of them, 
parents clamp down and try to eliminate the bothersome behaviors. 
The unspoken attitude or belief of the parent is “I need to nip this 
behavior in the bud before it gets any worse.” 

At the opposite extreme, some parents give up entirely, justifying a 
hands-in-the-air approach with all sorts of excuses: “She is so strong- 
willed, I don’t want to smother that energy.” “I just can’t fight with 
him anymore—I think he’ll outgrow it.” Or, “Isn’t this what toddlers 
are supposed to do?” 

Most parents swing between the two extremes, asserting rules and 
order (top-down) or giving up. If there are two parents, they may split 
sides—one taking the “control the behavior/nip it in the bud” 
approach and the other throwing up their hands. And while there is 
no such thing as a perfect parent, and we have all gone to both these 
extremes—sometimes in a single afternoon—there is a more 
productive way for you to interact with your child, a way that will 
help ground your child in the safety and assurance he needs as he 
navigates separation and his striving for self. 

You can and will find a kind of toddlertopia—that state of enjoying 
your toddlers, loving them, and embracing them, in all their ups and 
downs and paradoxical behaviors—without giving up your parental 
authority. In fact, you will feel even more equipped to parent your 


toddler. Parents say that once they make this shift, they feel calmer 
and more competent as a parent. Perhaps even more important, you 
will also be able to truly maximize this critical time in your child’s life 
so that he or she can develop the resilience, determination, and brain 
skills for their future happiness and achievement. 


e The Five Steps to Parenting from Your Child’s Point of 
View ° 


The following five action steps will help you see the world through 
your toddler’s eyes without giving up your authority. The parent is the 
one who provides the road map for their child. These five principles 
will help you shift your orientation and understand your child and 
your own reactions so that you can better attune to experience and 
what they need, and adapt your response accordingly. 


1. Stay Close, Even When It’s Hard 


Our kids need us. They need us to stay close even when they are 
pushing us away. They need us to be (or at least act!) steady when 
they falter. They need us to stay calm even when they are agitated, 
upset, or plain difficult to manage. Why? Because we are their rock, 
the person they count on when the going gets tough. We are the 
biggest, most important constant in their lives, and they need 
repeated, concrete reminders that we love them, can take care of them, 
and will respond to most—if not all—of their needs, regardless of how 
they behave, respond, or feel. We are still there for them, no matter 
what they do or say, even when they misbehave. Does this mean giving 
in all the time? Certainly not. But it does mean learning to accept that 
our children are good sometimes and bad sometimes (you’ll revisit this 
when they are teenagers!). Sometimes they make us proud, and 
sometimes we cannot believe how they act. But our children need to 
know that we still love them even when they have a hard time or do 


things we don’t like, or when we set a limit or steer them in a different 
direction. 


2. You’re in Charge 


How does this impact us? It’s often hard to stay calm and carry on! 
We forget how little and vulnerable they actually are. Especially when 
our toddlers’ behavior is confusing, irrational, and frustrating to us. 
Diane and Mark were parents of an only child. They described their 
daughter as a “dream child”—happy, easy to calm, slept well by six 
weeks, easy to distract, even as a young toddler. At two, she never had 
a tantrum, and they could take her anywhere. She would sit at the 
table, eat most anything, and rarely whined or cried. She even played 
on her own! People complimented them on what great parents they 
were to have such a terrific toddler. But then Leila approached three 
and, according to the mother, “became a different child overnight, like 
a switch went off,” hard to handle, wouldn’t listen, no longer 
agreeable, and when she was told “No,” no matter how kindly or how 
firmly, she just did that thing more, or demanded louder. 

Leila discovered a towel bar she could just reach in the kitchen. 
She’d reach up high and grasp it. Her mother would tell her, “Don’t 
pull on that,” worrying it would break, and Leila would back off. But 
over time, when her mother said this, Leila would look at her, not let 
go, and laugh. Or she would let go but immediately reach for it again. 
From Leila’s view, the interaction was now a game. The mother 
continued in her kind, gentle tone to try to reason with her: “Leila, 
sweetie, you know I have told you that will break and I don’t want 
you to get hurt.” The mother was being kind and reasonable (although 
underneath she was getting increasingly frustrated). But Leila would 
have none of it. Leila was on another track. She was discovering her 
power. How far can I push mommy? Does she really mean that I have 
to stop? Oh, look, mommy keeps saying not to do it—over and over. 
Leila looked at her and held on even tighter. Now Leila lifted her legs 
so that she was dangling from it. Her mother feared the bar would 
break from the wall. She went over and kindly asked her to stop, 


explaining that this was not safe. Leila laughed and laughed until her 
mother physically and firmly removed her from the bar, stating clearly 
that Leila could not do this, it was unsafe. Leila did not try it again, as 
a clear limit had been set. But then the mother felt guilty—“Should I 
have pried her hands off of the bar, like I did? Was that too intrusive? 
Was I wrong?” 

Sometimes parents get confused this way. Toddlers need limits and 
they look to us to be the authority and let them know when to stop. 
Not in rigid ways, but in ways that keep them safe. In the example 
above, the mother is being a rational adult. Leila is living in a place 
where she tests out her power with excitement and glee. But she also 
counts on her mother to distinctly tell her when a limit is needed. 
Instead, the mother used the same gentle tone she always does, rather 
than being clear that this was unsafe and could not continue. 
Sometimes parents forget that they are authority. I asked Diane why 
she had not firmly told Leila that this was not okay, had taken her 
away from it and moved on. The mother was hesitant and then said, 
“I thought I had to be kind and gentle and supportive all the time. I 
never want to raise my voice. I don’t want to upset her. I want her to 
always count on me.” 

I have heard this interpretation from other parents. Some parents 
are afraid of having their children get upset with them, and try to keep 
it from happening (and yes, children do get upset when they are told 
“no” or a limit is set!). Handling it this way prevents the child from 
knowing what the limit is; in fact, children cannot learn to handle 
being upset if they are not allowed to even get upset. By allowing 
children their upset and anger, they learn (over time) to handle these 
emotions. Just as important, they learn that even if they get upset with 
mommy or daddy, they will still be taken care of. It may seem ironic, 
but setting limits actually builds children’s trust. They know they can 
count on us. 


3. Be Consistent (Mostly) 


Consistency helps ground toddlers. Consistency makes it easier for 
parents to manage their children’s fluctuations. But what does 
consistency mean? What does it look like? Being consistent doesn’t 
require rigidity. Think of consistency as a framework for the child’s 
day. A frame of “usually, we do things this way.” But not always, and 
even within daily routines, details can vary. If, most of the time, 
children are organized by routines, are made to feel safe, secure, and 
loved, then they are much more likely to roll with the punches when 
routines are broken. Why? Because they had routines and consistency 
as their daily base, and they trust that it will return again. Routines 
are their “home base.” Similar to the secure base that helps them feel 
safe enough to go out and explore, routines organize their days, giving 
them the grounding needed to handle change. Kids are indeed resilient 
if you let them be! 

Being consistent means first establishing routines. (More on that in 
chapter 5.) Everyone talks about routines for young children. Why? 
They are a bedrock for toddlers who lack any sense of time. Even at 
five, their sense of time (although better than at two) is still vague. 
After all, time is abstract. You can’t see it. You can’t touch it. It is a 
“sense” that increases as children develop. For adults, it is hard to 
imagine not setting up our days around a time sequence, or not 
knowing what fifteen minutes really means or feels like. Toddlers rely 
on us to set up the organization of their day, to cue them into what is 
next, to help them get through one activity (for example, breakfast) 
and guide them to the next (for example, now we are getting shoes on 
to leave the house). 

Because toddlers lack this sense of time, and their brains are still 
developing, they have not internalized the skills that adults (well most, 
anyway) use to help them manage time, control their impulses, express 
their needs, thoughtfully plan their actions, and cope with stress. 
These are the executive functions or “life skills” I discussed in the 
second chapter. We as parents begin to help them build these skills 
during the toddler years so that as they get older—school-aged and 
beyond—they have the ability to do this more for themselves. 
Research verifies the importance of these executive functions for 
success in many areas of life. It is the consistency and repeated 


routines at this age that are a crucial part of laying the foundation 
children need to thrive when managing the complexity later in life. 
Daily repeated routines make life more predictable and give toddlers 
an inner feeling of security. They know that books come after bath; 
that after the Curious George TV show is over, we get shoes to go 
outside. That feels good to know. Otherwise every new activity is a 
surprise (or shock!). Toddlers thrive on routines! 

Even though young children lack these skills, they absolutely need 
to feel organized. In truth, toddlers are not alone. Most people— 
children, adults, teens—don’t do well if they feel disorganized; it is an 
unsettling feeling. A major role for parents and caregivers is to help 
organize their toddler, as a way to help them eventually do it for 
themselves. What do I mean by organization? An internalized feeling 
that there is a rhythm to the day, a framework for the order of things 
and how the day flows. When there is a feeling of being organized 
internally, the child feels safe and secure, making them better able to 
enjoy life and manage the ups and downs of their day. Without that 
feeling of organization, they fall apart (adults do, too!). The opposite 
of organization is disorganization or chaos. That is not a feeling 
anyone likes, and especially not young children. 

Establish routines to structure the life of your toddler—for meals, 
for getting dressed, for bedtime and bathtime, for getting out the door. 
Routines give the child cues and a sense of “what happens now? And 
what happens next?” For example: “I hear the bathwater running, 
now I take a bath. After bath, Pll get my pj’s on, and then we read a 
book.” Routines are not about rigid rules. I think of them more as 
little orange flags that guide the child throughout the day, a child who 
might otherwise careen off the track: “time for breakfast,” “time for 
lunch,” “time for school,” “this is the way we eat at the table,” “this is 
the way we take a bath safely.” 

This is not to say that you have to treat every day, every routine 
with rigidity. Kids can be—and should be—enormously resilient if a 
routine is broken or altered on occasion. In fact, each time a routine 
changes (for example, grandparents visit for the weekend) and you 
later return to the regular routine, the child is learning how to be 
flexible. This is especially true when you recognize and label the 


disruption: “This weekend, we didn’t eat lunch in the kitchen like we 
usually do because Grandma and Grandpa were visiting. But now we 
are back in our same seats at the kitchen table.” Routines also have to 
be flexible since toddlers’ needs change. When your younger toddler 
moved from two naps to one, she adjusted. The day changed a bit, but 
the basic routine continued, just with one nap less. 


4. Be Realistic 


In order for our children to emerge on the other side of separation 
feeling confident, resilient, and self-assured, we as parents need to 
have realistic expectations of what our children can and can’t do. Yes, 
all kids are different, in style and expression of these qualities. But 
they are similar in this fundamental way: they need to know you are 
there for them no matter what they do. And showing them they can 
count on you, so they can summon the courage to become who they 
are meant to be, means being reasonable in what you expect of them. 

One afternoon, a four-and-a-half-year-old and her two-year-old 
sister were left unsupervised for a few minutes when their 
grandmother answered the door. The younger sister took the 
opportunity to put a whole roll of toilet paper into the toilet. When 
her older sister ran and got her grandmother, the grandmother 
laughed and shook her head, smiling at the younger sister. 

Later that day, the four-and-a-half-year-old called grandma over 
and when she arrived, she was holding a roll of toilet paper up in the 
bathroom, as if she, too, would put it in. But this time, the 
grandmother got angry and scolded the older sister, who broke down 
in tears. Why had grandma laughed at the two-year-old sister? 

Some parents see this kind of behavior at this age as manipulative. 
But there may be another way to look at it. The older girl was jealous, 
and felt that if she acted like her babyish sister, she, too, could get 
positive attention. When the need for attention is addressed and a 
limit is put up in a reasonable way, meaning, “You don’t have to do 
that, I can give you attention,” the situation can shift and her need 
will be met. 


In other words, the response to the four-year-old has to be quite 
different from the response to the two-year-old. Age is one context for 
understanding what is reasonable. 

It is easy to lose hold of what is realistic to expect of a child. Think 
of when you see moments or even days and weeks of progression—the 
two-year-old not asking for his pacifier, the three-year-old taking the 
initiative to put on her socks before her shoes just as you’ve been 
coaching her, or the four-year-old finally being able to leave the house 
without protest or delay—these same kids may not always be up to 
the task each and every day (or may not even do it twice in a day!). 
Again, this is a time of great fluctuation. If that “obedient” two-year- 
old is off his schedule, or some other change has impacted his life (he 
gets a cold or his babysitter goes away on vacation), he just may 
regress and act out screaming his head off for his “binky.” Your proud 
three-year-old may one morning look at her socks and shoes and 
throw them across the room instead of putting them on to show she’s 
ready to leave for school. 

It’s times like these when you need to be realistic and keep in mind 
that Teddy is still only two years old. He does not always remember to 
tell you when he has to go to the bathroom. He does not recall feeling 
safe and secure yesterday without his pacifier. Four-year-old Kerry 
might have shown you that she’s “a big girl” by sleeping in her “big 
girl bed” for four nights straight. But when the weekend comes, and 
the new routine is broken, it should not be surprising that she 
becomes hysterical as she faces her room alone with only a night-light 
for comfort. And your four-year-old who left the house on Friday with 
total ease? On Monday, after a weekend together with his family, he 
can’t find his backpack, and he’ll collapse on the floor because the 
wrong coat is on the hook. 

These regressions are normal. Every time your child takes a step 
forward toward growing up more (whether that is using the toilet, 
sleeping in a bed, starting school, or mastering the jungle gym at the 
playground), they also are reminded of how much they need you. 
They don’t like to feel on their own completely (even if they act as if 
they do!). That would be too scary. As one five-year-old said the same 
week he learned to ride a two-wheeler bike: “I won’t ever go to 


college, or get married, or get too big. I just want to be with you, 
Mommy, forever.” A three-and-a-half-year-old, newly in a big bed, 
requested: “When I grow up, can we get a bigger house and I can live 
in it with you and my new bed?” These examples show that the 
feeling of achieving something “big” is both exhilarating (I did it! I 
have freedom! I am big!) and terrifying. 

It is also confusing for parents. One mother noted that her nearly 
three-year-old mastered using the toilet and was done with diapers 
within a week of starting. The mother was happily surprised. But then 
she noted that her daughter was using lots of baby talk again and 
sucking her thumb more. This example reminds us they are so big and 
yet so little, all at once. In chapter 7, I say more about how to handle 
this part of growing up and the toddler’s need to be babied so they are 
able to grow up. 

We need to be realistic about exactly where our children are 
developmentally and what other things are going on that might trigger 
setbacks in behavior. Development moves in fits and starts, rather than 
a clear and straight pathway. What is good one day is not the next. As 
one mother noted of her two-and-a-half-year-old, “I finally got her to 
stop throwing food at mealtime, and we had our first relaxing dinner. 
But then, two days later she climbed out of the crib and now won’t go 
to sleep. If I had my choice, I’d go back to a little food throwing!” The 
key is to resist getting swept up in their orbit so that we feel out of 
control (and forget that we are the adults), which makes our kids feel 
even less in control. 

By giving your child clear guidelines that align with realistic 
expectations, and keeping a good sense of humor, you pave the way 
for them to eventually learn they indeed can calm down, can follow 
directions, can sleep on their own. Realistic expectations include 
knowing that when development moves forward, and you think you 
are beyond some hurdle of challenging behavior, you just might be. 
But in some other area, your child may take a few steps back and 
regress. 

Even minor disruptions can impact the toddler. It’s not always easy 
for parents to keep in mind that some changes in a schedule can upset 
the applecart, or that the situation the child is in may not be ideal for 


her. For instance, is it realistic for the two-year-old to “be nice” at a 
family party if she has skipped her nap two days in a row, or even if 
she has napped but there is a room full of people? Is it reasonable to 
expect that a three-year-old is going to behave in a toy store? Or for a 
four-year-old to sit quietly through an hour-long show? As parents, we 
don’t always recognize that change has even occurred or that a 
situation may not be right for a child’s age. A parent being away for a 
business meeting, even if they go often, is still a change for a toddler. 
Grandparents visiting, no matter how much fun, is a change. An hour- 
long concert, even if it is child-friendly, is still a long time. Just going 
from weekend to Monday feels like a big change to children two to 
five. And we can expect regression or meltdowns when change is part 
of their lives. 


5. Make the Boundaries Clear 


Maintaining our boundaries with our own children helps us to stay 
objective so that we are not swept up into toddler orbit, that haze of 
half-formed thoughts and intense feelings, of muddling around in a 
three-year-old landscape. Or the anger and frustration of a four-year- 
old who feels nothing is “fair” to him. Being clear about our own 
baggage helps. But sometimes parents find that they have personality 
or temperament differences with their child that seem to be 
exacerbating the push-pull dynamic so characteristic of how toddlers 
interact with their parents or caregivers. 

Just as small children are not mini adults, our children are also not 
exactly “like us.” Indeed, many parents are confused and frustrated 
when they rub up against a child who is different in temperament and 
personality. This is especially true when our child has a characteristic 
or style that we do not understand, are frustrated by, or simply find 
unappealing. Sometimes it is an attribute different from who we are. 
Other times it is a quality in the child that we also embody, an 
insecurity or other behavior we don’t like in ourselves. 

One mother prided herself on how social she was and how deeply 
rooted her friendships were. “Nothing matters more in life than 


having close friends you can count on.” She could not understand why 
friendship was not important to her five-year-old. “I just don’t get 
him. He is happy to be with his sister. Other kids like him but he 
doesn’t seem to care. He never gets called on playdates, he doesn’t ask 
to play with any one child. Seems like any child is fine for him, but he 
doesn’t have one close friend.” In this case, the parents were athletic 
and recalled how much both of them loved being part of sports teams. 
Their child, in contrast, was small in stature, and artistic and musical. 
A mismatch? For sure. But stepping back and recognizing that he is 
not the same person they are will allow them to be better parents. 

In another example, a father was upset by his gentle and 
kindhearted three-year-old, who shied away from physically active 
and aggressive kids, and backed off from any kind of rough play. The 
father recalled being left out by other children—he had been small for 
his age, and often found himself afraid. Seeing his child with similar 
qualities infuriated him and kept him from supporting his child in 
positive ways. 

A mother had expressed concern about her two-and-a-half-year- 
old’s lack of ability to interact with other toddlers. Even my assurance 
that he was still young did not help, so I suggested we watch him 
together when he was at the center. This little boy was standing to the 
side of the room, watching other children play, looking quite 
interested in what they were doing, but keeping a distance that felt 
safe to him. It looked to me like he was observing, taking things in, 
and thinking about what was going on, but it felt different to this 
mother. “Do you see how afraid he is? He is scared, afraid no one will 
like him,” she commented. I asked what made her think that; after all, 
he was not even three years old. “I know the feeling,” she said. “The 
kids never wanted to play with me. It is a terrible feeling.” 

We need to distinguish between our own past and what is really 
about our children in order to see our children for who they are (not 
for who we wish them to be). 


e What You Bring to the Table œ 


Where do you fit in? That’s a tough question. We all bring our own 
histories (read: baggage) with us when we become parents. It’s 
important to become aware of who you are in relation to your child, 
and how your own attitudes, expectations, and experiences may be 
shadowing your parenting approach. You may come to realize some 
surprising ways that your own experience is getting played out in your 
relationship with your own child! 

Being aware of what biases we bring from our own upbringing and 
life experiences is not easy. But I can promise you this much: when we 
have more objectivity and see ourselves as separate from our children 
and their behavior, we are much more likely to be able to guide our 
children in a loving, supportive, yet firm way. And we become better 
parents. Establishing this first boundary is about you getting to know 
yourself, identifying your triggers (what behaviors or roles set you off? 
Are there things your child does that really get to you? Make you mad 
or frustrated?) and knowing your personality (how you relate, what 
situations are easy or hard for you). The better you know yourself and 
can reflect on how you relate and react, the more you will be able to 
step back and see who your child is, separate from you. It’s also about 
thinking back on how you were raised and what you bring into your 
relationship with your child. When your child has a behavior that is 
driving you nuts (what that is varies for every parent), it helps to think 
about why. If you can’t stand her talking back to you, as when she 
says, “I don’t have to do that!” think about what that triggers for you. 
Were you never allowed to defy your parents? Were your parents 
overly strict and you always followed the rules, even if you felt 
misunderstood? 

Parents often get caught up in their own experience when they 
observe their toddlers showing “rude” behavior. Your child won’t say 
hello to grandma, or hides rather than greets someone. This can feel 
shaming to you if you were always expected to say please and thank 
you, greet with eye contact, and be polite. You may think, What a 
rude child I have. I could never have done that! In fact, however, this 
could be age-appropriate and your child needs your support to move 
beyond this stage. In other words, the better you know yourself and 
your own upbringing, the more you will be able to understand your 


responses to your child. And that helps maintain the boundary for a 
parent to see just what their child needs. 

When we understand our own biases about how children should 
behave (and where these biases come from), how we should act as 
parents, and what the “appropriate” dynamic is to use, then it’s much 
easier to figure out what might be complicating our present situation 
with our own toddlers. 

When a toddler turns into a demanding “benign dictator,” which 
can happen around age two and a half or three, some parents get 
pulled into the toddler’s orbit. Rather than seeing it for what it is—the 
child’s need to test power—parents can become part of the control 
battle. One mother was knocked off her loving parenting course at 
this point in her daughter’s development. Her sweet baby turned into 
a bossy and stubborn three-year-old. This mother was battling with 
her as if she were much older, over what clothes to wear, what food 
she would eat, how many toys she could take when they left the 
house, what coat to put on. It was battle after battle. When the 
mother spoke about this, she sounded like she was describing a 
teenager. Had I not known the child, I would have thought she was a 
sixteen-year-old. The mother denied that the child reminded her of 
anyone she knew, now or in her past. I was puzzled as to why she 
could not see that the child was three. But after several parenting 
sessions the mother revealed that she had a highly demanding and 
bossy older sister who to this day continued to scrutinize and criticize 
her. As much as the mother had looked up to her sister, she felt she 
could never satisfy her. She was still trying to win her approval. This 
relationship was blocking the mother from seeing the needs of her 
child at three. Instead, it felt like she was battling with her impossible 
to please sister. Once she became aware of this, she pulled back. She 
did not take her child so personally. In fact, she started to admire the 
girl’s strength, which was something the mother lacked in the face of 
her sister, and found the behaviors funny. She stopped battling her. 
Quickly, the child’s need for control subsided. This is one example of 
the past blocking a parent’s ability to see what a child needs. 

Here’s another example: Trina came from a family that had few 
rules. She reported that her parents “let me do whatever I wanted.” 


They were not very involved in her day-to-day life, but she felt they 
listened to her. “When I did not want to do something, they said fine, 
they never battled it.” Since she had graduated from a top-tier college 
and had a successful career as well as raising her three children, she 
felt that not ever forcing her children (ages two, four, and eight) to do 
things when they said no was fine. In contrast, her husband came from 
a family that had strict rules and high standards at all times: “Never 
give up. Start something and you finish it. No exceptions.” He chalked 
his own success up to this must-do attitude. Not surprisingly, the 
couple often disagreed about how to approach parenting. It came to a 
head one day on the street. They left their house to go to a friend’s, 
just three blocks away. Their four-year-old complained that it was too 
far to walk and he was too tired. He sat down on the sidewalk, 
pouted, and would not budge. The father sternly insisted he get up 
and walk. The mother tried to cajole and joke with him. Nothing 
worked. Finally, Trina decided they would drive the three blocks. The 
father was furious. Who was right? they asked me. I was less 
concerned about the right way to handle this one situation than the 
ongoing battle they had. The father’s past made it hard for him to see 
that sometimes going with what their child wanted was okay, even if 
that meant not doing what the parents asked. And the mother’s past 
made it hard for her to ever set a firm limit or say no. Both were 
responding to their pasts rather than seeing the child’s needs in the 
present. 

Parents who have trouble accepting their own negative thoughts, 
feelings, or behaviors tend to have more trouble dealing with their 
children’s demonstrations of anger, defiance, or “badness.” After all, it 
is not easy to reconcile and accept the parts of ourselves we don’t like! 
Some parents will take it personally when the child misbehaves or says 
negative things like “I hate you!” This can be especially true for 
parents who never rebelled or defied their own parents as children. 
They “sucked it up” and were always good and so had to harbor their 
own negative feelings and never express them. Some parents are still 
trying to win their own parents’ approval, and never disagree with 
them, even as an adult. In this case, it can be hard to face your own 
children’s negative emotions and behaviors in ways that support what 


they need at this age. Accepting that we, as adults, have good and bad 
parts of ourselves, including qualities we don’t like or are ashamed of, 
helps us take a step back and see our children for who they are. 


Parenting POV 
What We Bring from Our Past 


lve assembled a set of questions to help you identify 
characteristics that may unwittingly be affecting your interactions 
with your child. You may be surprised at how the way you were 
raised is impacting your attitude toward parenting! 


Think about the questions and your responses; you may even want to 
write down your response in a notebook or journal. The intention is 
to help you get a better sense of your past and what you bring to 
parenting your own children. When we as parents are aware of how 
our own childhoods shape who we are and how we respond to our 
children (in ways good or bad), we can better understand what our 
children need and then shift our responses to best support them. 
Think about the following questions from your childhood in terms of 
how you were raised and what your school and peer experiences were 
like. Use these reflections to better understand yourself as a parent 
today and the ways you respond to your child. 


Home and Family 
Think about growing up in your family: 


1. What was your general family feeling? Warm, caring, and 
loving? Parents who accepted you for who you were, the 
good and the bad? Were your parents more distant and cold, 
even if loving? A family riddled with conflicts, tension, or 
breakups? 


10. 


11. 


12. 


13. 


. Were your parents strict, with clear rules to follow? Were you 


punished or shamed if you did not follow their rules? Did you 
have to “toe a line” with your parents and behave in 
acceptable ways, no matter how you felt? 


. Were your opinions listened to, respected, and taken into 


consideration? 


. Were saying “please” and “thank you” and being well- 


mannered required of you? 


. Were you allowed to show anger openly if you were upset 


with your parents? Did you keep anger inside and quietly 
seethe and not let them know? Did you ever talk back to your 
parents or openly disagree with them? 


. If you have siblings: Were you close to them, even if it was 


love-hate (fighting one moment, playing the next)? How do 
you relate now? 


. Did you feel overshadowed by one—a sibling who was a 


“superstar” or “golden child”? One who struggled in life, 
needed excessive attention, or you were responsible for? Did 
you feel you had to make up for what they could not do? 


. Were you bossed around by an older sibling or always trying 


to win their approval? 


. Were your parents critical of your actions, decisions, or 


behavior? Did they question your choices or judgment? Did 
they respect your ideas, choices, and decisions, even if they 
were different from theirs? 

If you felt overwhelmed by life or upset, were your parents 
there for you—caring and supportive? What about when you 
messed up or made mistakes? 

Were you ashamed to face your parents if you made mistakes, 
little or big ones? 

Did you ever feel terribly ashamed about something you’d 
done, worried about telling your parents—and their reaction 
was kind and accepting? 

Did your parents give loving support regardless of what you 
did? Was their love based more on your accomplishments or 
on you doing something that made them happy? 


14. How did you feel when you let your parents down? Did you 
feel they would forgive you and understand? Did you worry 
you'd lose their love and approval? 

15. Did you work hard to seek your parents’ approval? Do you 
feel you got it? 


School 


Think about your time at school as a child: 


1. What are your memories? Was school a place you enjoyed 
being? Something you had to endure, neither good nor bad? 
Something you worried about, disliked, or dreaded? 

2. How did you do in school? Did you do well? Were you an all- 
around top student? Did you listen and follow the rules? 
Maybe even a teacher’s pet? 

e Did you excel in some areas but struggle in others? 

e Did you feel smart? Proud? Ashamed? Dumb? 

e Did you feel you were not smart, even if you did well? 

e Worried people would discover you were not as smart as they 
thought you were? 

3. Were school and learning hard for you? 

e Were you a class clown or troublemaker? Did you challenge 
authority? 

e Were you ever asked to leave a school, suspended, or thrown 
out? 

e Did you find it hard to sit or focus? Or did you feel bored and 
uninterested? 

4. Did your parents show you they were proud of your school 
success? Criticize your progress, no matter how well you did? 
Not pay much attention? Always expect you to excel more, 
no matter how well you did? Not expect much from you 
academically? 

5. Did you feel that not doing well (in school, sports, or another 
activity) would be hurtful to your parents? That it would let 
them down somehow? 


6. Did you excel in one area at a very high level, such as a sport, 
music, art, or a specific academic endeavor? Did it take 
immense training, practice, and focus to excel? Do you 
believe that your child needs to learn discipline, hard work, 
and perseverance from a very young age in order to succeed? 


Peers and Social Experience 


Think about your experiences with peers and friendships growing up: 


1. What were your experiences like with other children? Were 
you generally comfortable in the social arena, or more like an 
outsider or disliked kid? A social butterfly with many friends? 

2. Did you prefer to socialize in groups of children, or just one 
or two friends at a time? 

3. Do you have memories of a best friend, or close, caring 
friendships and good times with peers? 

4. Were you left out by other children, bossed around, or picked 
on? Were kids mean to you? Do you remember a bully, or 
someone you feared, even if they left you alone? 

5. Do you recall longing to play with another child but not 
feeling welcomed or not knowing how to make friends? 


These questions are meant to help you reflect on what you bring 
into your own parenting today. Take some time to think about how 
your experience as a child is similar to or different from the 
relationship you are creating with your own child. 


e Good Enough Parenting ° 


Establishing the safe boundaries and limits children need at this time 
in their lives does not require controlling your children. It does not 
mean using the force of your will or your voice to discipline your child 
into submission. But it also doesn’t mean giving up and letting your 
child rule the roost. Try instead learning to understand toddlers from 


their point of view by remembering that you are the adult in charge. 
This can be a profound shift in the way we usually parent. When 
parents understand why toddlers behave the way they do, when they 
have a clearer understanding of the main developmental challenges 
that all toddlers are trying to meet, then suddenly parents can guide 
their child instead of control them. 

What does it mean to show our love and acceptance, even when 
our toddler is acting in ways we don’t like, don’t understand, or that 
drive a parent crazy? That’s the challenge of good-enough parenting 
during the toddler years. Even in our toddler program, with two- and 
three-year-olds, the children need the reassurance they are still 
accepted, especially if they feel they have done something wrong. 
Three-year-old Charlie had just learned his mother was going to have 
a baby. This was exciting and worrisome news for him. What did it 
mean? Wasn’t he her baby? He came to school excited and wound-up. 
At the Play-Doh table he wanted all the red Play-Doh for himself and 
made sure to scoop up as much as he could. When another child came 
over to join him, he immediately stuck his arm out, pushed him away, 
and quickly grabbed on to his Play-Doh. “No! I have all the Play- 
Doh!” The teacher recognized his need to be alone and keep the Play- 
Doh. She validated this need: “We always have enough Play-Doh for 
you. But I can’t let you hurt anyone.” 

He immediately got quiet and looked away. This is the moment 
that the toddler doubts he is loved anymore. It might sound extreme, 
but it is true. The teacher reached over to him to give reassurance, 
saying, “I still love you, even when you grab all the Play-Doh.” Feeling 
reassured (and relieved), he quickly perked up and pounded the 
dough. 

When our toddlers are so fluctuating and erratic, it can be very 
stressful on us as parents. We want to pull our hair out, we lose our 
tempers, we wonder what we are doing wrong, we can regress, and we 
can even fall back on unproductive ways of interacting with our kids. 
We’ve all been there. There is no such thing as a perfect parent. A 
mother of a four-year-old noted that “I knew I had to change how I 
parented when my son said so sweetly to me, ‘Mommy, today you 
were good—you did not yell at me. You get a sticker” ” And as 


another parent said, “My daughter started yelling at me to go to time- 
outs when I screamed at her. I knew something had to change.” 
Change is a must. Self-awareness is, too. 


chapter four 


Toddler Shame 


What Happens When You Don’t Think Like a Toddler 


When we inadvertently (or even at times purposefully) try to control 
our children or resist understanding the world from their point of 
view, we not only set up a negative parent/child relationship; we also 
undermine the very person our child is trying to become. A child’s 
sense of self is very much still a work-in-progress that can easily be 
thrown off a positive course. The idea of self (who am I?) is not yet 
stable or fully formed. Just as the brain is in a rapidly moving stage of 
development, far from being completely formed, the same is true for 
that internal sense of identity, confidence, and assurance, pieces central 
to long-term achievement and success. This is why toddlers are so 
vulnerable to the way in which we interact with them. And as we are 
the main model in their lives, the one they trust and rely on, our 
parental responses matter. A lot. So what happens when we try to 
control them, or keep approaching their behaviors from an adult point 
of view? The pitfall is that we unwittingly cause them shame. 

Shame is a feeling directed at the core sense of self. When the self is 
still new and being formed, when the toddler is forward looking and 
moving full speed ahead, shame can cut through and cause a lot of 
unnecessary pain. Indeed, shame can stunt the growth of a child. 
When we cajole them into bed, pressure them to get out the door in 
the morning, push them to eat particular foods, wear certain outfits, 
and be nice and share, we are trying to manage their behavior in a 


well-intentioned but misguided attempt to teach our children about 
life and relationships, or merely keep them safe, all of which can 
backfire. In today’s busy and pressurized parenting climate, there’s 
very little of their lives that we don’t try to manage—all at an age 
when a child’s every instinct says “I have to do this myself!” But for 
toddlers, who are just starting to develop their independence, the 
unintended consequence of parental control, or of failing to see their 
perspective, is that we cause them to feel they are bad, not good 
enough, or not valued. We shame them, even if we don’t mean to. 


e How Shame Blocks Empathy œ 


So why is shame so harmful at the toddler stage of development? 
Children this age are learning that sometimes they feel and do good 
things (happy, enjoyment, getting along with others) and sometimes 
they feel and do bad things (anger, fear, aggression, not listening). 
These are all natural feelings and responses at these ages and children 
need our help learning to accept that both good and bad reside within 
them. In fact, it is a struggle for some people long past this age, to 
accept that sometimes they are good and sometimes they are bad. But 
we need to work that out in order to become people who can admit 
when we do wrong without being so ashamed that we can’t move on 
or apologize or fix our mistakes. 

Accepting the bad parts of self is what shame works against. 
Children know how to be happy and feel good about themselves, but 
accepting the bad parts of self and negative feelings is much harder 
and can turn into a lifelong struggle. Shame can inhibit a child’s ability 
to express his or her emotions freely and honestly right at this critical 
stage of brain and self development. Becoming so focused on and 
worried about being good or bad, can get in the way of their 
development. Instead of being curious and exploring and figuring out 
the world, they become focused on “Am I good? Am I good enough?” 
because they are afraid of making mistakes or being bad. When they 
are shamed by our parental responses into feeling “not good enough,” 
the child can only go one of two ways: either they cut off their 
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emotions so they cannot feel them, an “emotional paralysis,” or they 
become enraged. 

These extremes block out a child’s natural connection to how he 
really feels—about himself, about his thoughts, about his needs and 
desires, and eventually about others. For this reason, shame gets in the 
way of the development of empathy. If a child is repeatedly made to 
feel ashamed, then he becomes preoccupied with himself and getting 
his needs met and an overwhelming belief that there is something 
wrong with him. He can’t even begin to take on the task of relating to 
others, let alone caring for them. 

Brain science is too new to identify the exact mechanism by which 
shame impedes healthy toddler development, but there is clear 
evidence of possible pathways for its harmful and lasting effects. Just 
as toxic stress early in life can interrupt a baby’s brain development, 
situations of intense, relentless shaming likely interrupt a young child’s 
ability to self-regulate. If a child is unable to read or understand her 
emotions openly, and if she is made to feel badly for having negative 
thoughts, behaviors, or emotions, how would she begin to manage 
these hard emotions? In being pushed to extremes by feelings of shame 
—either needing to shut down completely and withdraw inwardly or 
to become rageful—how could a child be expected to learn how to 
self-soothe and cope? Calm himself down enough to listen to teachers 
and follow directions? Feel that she will be okay even when things go 
wrong? Stay centered enough when stressed that he doesn’t fly into a 
tantrum at the least provocation? Self-regulation, beginning in 
toddlerhood and carried forward as the child grows, is based on the 
idea that parents help a child when they are distressed and that the 
child learns that sometimes things don’t feel good or don’t go their 
way. Their parent is still available for them, no matter what. Shame 
runs completely counter to this steady parental presence. No wonder 
it can potentially interfere with healthy brain development. 


Shame Interrupts Development 


Of course, we don't plan to shame our children. We think we are 
helping them, doing our job as attentive parents. But that's the 
crux of the problem: parenting is rarely what it seems to be. As 
children are muddling through these first attempts to separate from 
you, in order to learn how to feed themselves, play by themselves, 
learn alone and in a group, socialize with others, address their 
bodily functions, sleep independently and resttully, manage 
emotions and frustration, process disappointments, tragedy, and 
other of life's curveballs—we need to avoid shaming them. 


e How We Shame Our Children œ 


When parents use shame as a so-called management tool, unwittingly 
or not, they threaten their child’s healthy development, because shame 
works against the child’s naturally emerging self. It works against a 
child’s ability to grow a core sense of who he or she is and instead 
instills a growing sense of self-doubt. You may be wondering why any 
parent would shame a child, someone they love. It’s because most 
parents don’t realize what they are doing. They don’t understand that 
the way they speak to their children, embarrass their children, or try 
to control their children’s behavior can cause shame. By trying too 
hard to direct their children’s behavior “for their own good,” they 
undermine their child’s tender sense of self which, in turn, jeopardizes 
the development of the critical lifelong skills. 


We've All Felt It 


Shame. Just the word conjures deep memories of feeling your 
own head warm and heavy with worry and discomtort—in a 
classroom, at a friend's house. Did you make a mistake? Did you 
act foolishly? Did other children see? One strong word, a 
criticism, a laugh, or a rolling of the eyes and your lower lids 
tilled with hot tears. What is your memory of shame? We all have 


one. And these memories are usually set down when we are very, 
very young, beginning as toddlers. 


Think for a moment: Have you ever commented upon or criticized 
your child’s choice of clothing? Spoken about him in front of other 
parents as if he were not there? We all have. As parents, we shame our 
children out of love, concern, and, yes, power. By trying to assert who 
we think that child should be and how we think he should fit in the 
world, we inadvertently make our young children feel ashamed when 
they are at their most vulnerable. Obviously, we don’t do this to harm 
our children; we are simply trying to protect our children and raise 
them with the best intentions and in the best way we know how. But 
that’s exactly the problem: when we come to our children with a plan 
or a preconceived notion of who we want them to be, just as they are 
beginning to emerge into their own person, we unintentionally get in 
their way and interfere with their development. They do not know 
that we have preconceived notions of who we want them to be. All 
they know is that they are trying to become their own person. By 
asking them to behave in a specific way or be different from who they 
are just now, we deny who they are or what they are feeling. We make 
them feel ashamed for who they are, the needs they have, and the very 
sense of self that is delicately emerging. 

Toddlers are notoriously headstrong and not very good listeners. 
They also tend to be extreme—either overly cautious and inhibited or 
not cautious at all. Indeed, this age group seems to be in perpetual 
motion. They are heedless explorers ready to take on the world 
without all the necessary skills yet in place. And that’s the way we 
want them to be—curious and adventurous! It is from this place that 
self-confidence and the ability to take initiative emerge. The challenge 
for us as parents is in giving children between ages two and five 
enough freedom to start making some of their own choices, so they 
can start making—and owning—their mistakes. What we see as 
mistakes, they take as part of the natural process of growing. 

Sound difficult? It may be for you, but it’s not for them. Young 
children are not yet self-conscious or judgmental about their actions. 


They leap into activities and toward situations without thinking them 
through. They live in the moment. Jumping off the slide at full tilt? 
Building a beautiful sand castle just to destroy it? Wearing rain boots 
when it’s sunny outside? These may seem like illogical choices to us, 
but they make perfect sense to a toddler. New boots? Who cares if it is 
hot and sunny outside—these are my new boots! Indeed, many of 
these choices make us parents very nervous. Our response? We tend to 
overcorrect and attempt to control them, which just makes them feel 
bad about themselves, which then results in shame. 

So how do parents avoid pushing the shame button? They need to 
pull back and remember that their child is learning; learning means 
trial and error and figuring it out. For parents, this means backing off, 
directing less, withholding criticism, letting children try on their own, 
and refraining from correcting tasks we think are done incorrectly or 
from doing tasks for them. But it also means being there to help and 
comfort them when frustration, discomfort, and upset set in. 

Take Jeremy, a three-year-old who had a penchant for one blue 
shirt. He insisted on wearing the same blue T-shirt to school—no 
matter the weather, no matter how dirty the shirt had become. Every 
day he and his mother would battle. His mother would chastise him, 
saying, “You can’t wear that every day. It’s not okay to wear the same 
clothes every day.” 

Jeremy would look at her blankly and stubbornly and say, “No, I 
need my blue shirt.” 

“You don’t need your blue shirt. You can wear this red one or this 
blue one with the white stripes. It’s still blue.” His mother would try 
to cajole him. 

“No.” 

Some days, Jeremy won the battle, and his mother would let him 
wear his favorite blue T-shirt. Other days, his mother would hide the 
blue T-shirt and Jeremy, in tears or dejected silence, would sulk off to 
school. 

What’s going on here? Let’s look at the situation from both 
Jeremy’s and his mom’s points of view. First, when Jeremy says he 
needs his blue shirt, he means that sincerely. He needs it for comfort, 
for security, for love. At some point, this T-shirt began to gather 


meaning for him. There is comfort in keeping things the same, and at 
this young age, his knowing what he needs is a very big deal. We want 
our young children to know what they need and understand what 
comforts them. This helps them feel good about themselves; this 
makes them feel safe deep down—an ability and a feeling that will 
carry them forward through their entire lives. 

Jeremy’s mom, however, is thinking like her adult self: Jeremy 
should not wear the same clothes to school every day. He needs to 
learn to act his age. I don’t want him to feel embarrassed. 

Unfortunately, Jeremy doesn’t have the ability to understand that 
his mother means well. All Jeremy takes from this ongoing battle is 
that his choice and need for his blue T-shirt are wrong. By telling him 
he doesn’t need his blue shirt, his mother unintentionally has made 
Jeremy feel bad for wanting the shirt for comfort. But since he knows 
how much he needs it, he’ll continue to battle for it. 

These kinds of remarks by a parent cannot be filtered by young 
children; all they hear is “I’m not okay as I am” or “There is 
something wrong with me” or “Mommy doesn’t like me.” Of course, 
none of this is true, but young children don’t have the intellectual or 
emotional capacity to understand where their parents are coming 
from. Nor should they. Young children live in a world that starts (and 
ends) with what they need. So the well-intentioned parent corrections 
get simplified to I must be bad for needing what I need. 

Another example: Your three-year-old is transfixed by building 
blocks. He lines them up and then messes up the line. He piles up the 
blocks, carefully and with focus, and then all of a sudden he knocks 
them down. You often find yourself saying, “Honey, that’s not the way 
you do it. You should try this—make a building. Don’t knock them 
down. That’s messy.” You show him how to make a lovely tower. 

Here’s another very common situation. Your almost three-year-old 
loves puzzles. You are so excited because you know puzzles are a great 
learning tool. When you sit down on the floor with the pieces spread 
out, you notice that your daughter is becoming frustrated as she 
attempts to fit certain pieces into slots where they don’t fit. Worried 
about her getting too frustrated, you jump in and show her: “Here, 
Ally, this is how you do it!” After all, she should be happy you 


showed her how to complete it. Maybe next time she will copy you 
and do it herself. 

Instead of being happy at the puzzle piece fitting, Ally pushes away 
the puzzle and stomps off. 

You are left confused and a little upset. 

“Come back, come back. Let’s try it again!” You worry that she 
doesn’t see tasks through to the end and wonder if she’ll ever persist at 
something hard. 

What just happened? 

When you stepped in to “fix” the situation by putting the puzzle 
piece in the correct place, you inadvertently sent your daughter the 
message that she couldn’t do it. Yes, she was frustrated at not being 
able to figure it out. But by interfering, rather than helping her 
manage the frustration (see chapter 6 for more on this topic), you 
took away the opportunity for her to wrestle through the situation, 
make a mistake, and want to try again, whether now or another time. 
This type of well-intentioned behavior takes away the child’s initiative, 
or desire to try, try again, another time. The takeaway message for 
Ally? Making a mistake is bad; I did it wrong. Mommy doesn’t think I 
can do it on my own. I can’t do it. 

These are everyday situations, none of which is too serious on its 
own. But when parents or caregivers regularly overcorrect an error, 
chastise a choice, or are too quick to fix something, a child feels shame 
in a way that interferes with his growing sense of self and attitude 
toward his own learning. 

Of course, it’s very natural for parents to correct their child. You 
know you can show your child how best to do something—from 
choosing an outfit to completing a shape sorter game. But it’s your 
child who is in the place of learning. Sometimes as adults we assume 
that learning is a simple and linear process that follows a pattern of “I 
show you so you can know how to do it.” Unfortunately, that is not 
how learning works. It is a process that unfolds alongside the child’s 
budding discovery of who they are. So, when you inadvertently take 
away your child’s ownership of his learning, they are left feeling and 
thinking they don’t know how to do it themselves. The result? They 
will back off and be hesitant about trying new things. 


But young children learn by making mistakes and trying again. If 
they see an attempt as a mistake, if they think they have failed, they 
don’t keep trying. They give up. Young children learn by doing and by 
figuring out how something works on their own. If given the 
opportunity, they will try another way at some other time until they 
figure it out. This is how self-initiative and excitement about learning 
develop. 

When we as parents or other caregivers (grandparents, nannies, 
teachers) insist there is always a “right way,” we take away the 
opportunity for our children to exercise independence, feel good about 
their choices and desires, and learn from mistakes. We also provide a 
clear message that their way or desire is wrong or bad. In these cases, 
correcting them can be the same as controlling, and both rob your 
child of the chance to prove he is growing and feel good about what 
he wants, to gain his own new skills and feel good about that, too. 
That’s what he wants you to see and acknowledge. That’s how he 
figures out what he can do, that his desires are valid, and that he can 
make choices and decisions that are valued. Toddlers are all about 
learning through their mistakes by figuring it out. It is the a-ha! 
moments of success when they complete something on their own 
(often after much trial and error) that give your child the internal 
excitement of I did it! And that is what spurs him on to want to try 
out more new experiences. 


Have You Ever... 


Have you ever insisted your child dress in a certain way that 
implies there is only one way (“the right way") to do ite 

Have you ever insisted that your child write his name or letters 
“this way,” and when he has trouble, you pick up a pencil or 
crayon and write it for hime 

Have you ever criticized or evaluated your child's behavior or 
action, saying something like “that's not how you do it” or “you're 
doing it wrong” or “look at how your friend is doing it (different 
trom you)? 


Even if such a correction is offered in a sweet way, your child 
is lett feeling ashamed of her attempt or her desire to do things for 
herself and make her own choices. Toddlers’ modus operandi is 
to test themselves and figure out how to do tasks on their own, in 
their own fashion. Choices, such as clothing, are an important 
part of this. They give the child feelings of knowing what she 
likes. 


e Shaming the Compliant Child © 


We all wish for an easy child. The kind who sleeps through the night 
at four months. Who eats well and steadily and knows when to stop. 
Who smiles on cue, who doesn’t make a fuss in a restaurant, who 
plays nicely with the other children, even during the terrible twos. 

Sometimes easy children are firstborn. We imagine that they had all 
our attention so they must have felt more secure. 

Sometimes easy children come second or third. We imagine that 
they are easy because their older siblings were so tough and they saw 
how much trouble they caused in the household. In contrast, they feel 
like the “easy one.” 

Sometimes kids just seem to be born easy. More compliant. Less 
demanding. Less fussy. Rarely argue and never defy the parent. 

Is an easy, compliant child such a good thing? 

Not necessarily, if the compliance involves trying to please mom 
and dad, teacher or caregiver. 

Sure, we want our children to listen, be responsive and respectful— 
but not at the expense of their very selves. 

Gillian was an adorable three-year-old, whom I had known since 
she was eighteen months old. She was potty-trained at two. She got 
along well with other children. She was an all-around delightful child 
who was always even-tempered and well-adjusted at dropoff in the 
morning and later at pickup. So I was surprised when, a month after 
returning to the Toddler Center after the winter break, and just as she 
turned three years old, her mother and father told me that Gillian was 
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having fits at home. “I don’t want to go to school!” her mother 
repeated to me. Then the concerned mother would explain how calm, 
easygoing Gillian would stomp her feet in anger or fall to the floor in 
a heap of tears. 

My first question: “Has anything at home changed?” 

“Nothing,” the worried mom said quickly. 

I waited for a few minutes, welcomed Gillian back, and told the 
mom to go about her day. Maybe Gillian would let us know why she 
was upset. Throughout the morning, Gillian joined in the activities, 
played with all her usual friends, and didn’t show any sign of there 
being something wrong or upsetting to her. 

After pickup, Gillian’s mom lingered for a while and then 
approached me. 

“T’ve been thinking about what might be different at home. We got 
a new puppy about a month ago. It was Gillian’s idea—she’s been 
begging us for a dog ever since her cousins with whom she’s very close 
got one. My husband and I thought it would be a great way to teach 
Gillian responsibility. And since she’s an only child, we also thought a 
dog would be a good companion. She loves little Lulu.” 

I asked the mom who at home spent the most time with the new 
puppy, assuming (correctly it turns out) that it wasn’t three-year-old 
Gillian who took the dog for walks, made sure the dog was fed, etc. 
The mom said, “Well, I do, of course.” 

I suggested that perhaps the reason behind Gillian’s sudden fits was 
the situation with the new dog: On the one hand, her parents were 
indicating that the dog was hers to watch and care for, giving this 
toddler the idea that she was in charge. On the other hand, the mother 
was really the prime caretaker of little Lulu (just as she should be). But 
this left Gillian in an uncomfortable position—was she or wasn’t she 
in charge of Lulu? And if her parents had told her that she was, but 
then took over the role of caretaker themselves, didn’t it make sense 
that Gillian was upset? Confused? Even angry? 

What Gillian’s sudden fits and tears were telling me is that she was 
angry and upset, which were good, natural, understandable emotions 
given her predicament. 


As I noted previously, all kids have negative emotions and should 
have negative emotions. But our so-called nice kids tend to bury or 
squash these negative emotions because we as adults expect them to. 
But when pushed to some kind of limit or extreme, like any kid these 
easygoing, compliant children will act out. That’s normal! In fact, it is 
healthy. 

Squashing down negative feelings such as anger, frustration, or 
sadness is not good for any child, but especially for the compliant 
child who tends to grow more and more accustomed to not having 
feelings. They become so attuned to their parents’ perception of them 
as “easy,” “good,” or “nice,” they shy away from expressing real, true 
feelings—some of which are bound to be negative. Whether we realize 
it or not, when we as adults signal to these easygoing children either 
our surprise or impatience when they do express frustration or upset, 
we only reinforce that they should not have such feelings. This means 
their sense of being a good or decent person is built on always being 
nice, saying yes, and agreeing to do whatever others want. 

In another case, a young boy and his family moved overseas. The 
little boy was five and had been sleeping in his own bed for several 
years. When the family settled into their new home abroad, Adam 
began waking up in the middle of the night and coming into his 
parents’ bed. The father, in particular, was very bothered by this new 
behavior. Without understanding the child’s need for comfort and 
closeness, the parental response was shaming. 

“You’re too old to sleep in our bed,” he told his son. “Your little 
sister is only three and she sleeps in her own bed. Why can’t you?” 

Ashamed and embarrassed, the boy sulked and looked away. 

“I will tell you what,” the mother chimed in: “If you sleep in your 
own bed, I will give you a gold star.” 

The sticker chart—a parenting tool that never does what it is meant 
to do. (More on that later!) 

The next night, Adam woke up and went to his parents’ room. In 
the morning, his sister, Ella, had a beautiful gold sticker next to her 
name; nothing was next to Adam’s. 

More shame and embarrassment. 


After almost two weeks, long days, and even longer nights, Adam’s 
mom called me to report what had been happening since their move 
and apprise me of the situation. She was upset, confused, and very 
sleep-deprived. 

I asked about the sleeping arrangements at their new home. The 
mom described the town house, how the parents’ master bedroom was 
on the second floor, while the children’s rooms were above on the 
third floor. 

I gently suggested that maybe the fact that Adam’s room was on a 
different floor than their own was a big enough change to interrupt his 
sleeping routine—it certainly seemed like a big change to me. 

“But Ella isn’t bothered by the change,” the mom said 
questioningly. 

“But that doesn’t mean Adam isn’t,” I said. 

“Oh,” the mom said, understanding. 

I then suggested that she allow Adam his feelings. “Help him 
acknowledge that the move to a new city in a new country is a big 
change, and one that you will help him get familiar with. Then let him 
know that if he needs to come see you in the middle of the night, you 
will have a little bed on the floor next to your bed.” 

My guess was that after a few nights during which he felt the 
comforting presence of his parents, he would begin to adjust to the 
new home and revert back to sleeping through the night in his own 
bed. By understanding and addressing his need, there would no longer 
be shame attached to the child’s need for comfort. 


Have You Ever... 


Have you ever looked in astonishment or horror when your “easy 
child” finally acts out and hits her younger brother after he has 
teased her for an hour in the back of the car? 

Do you constantly praise your sweet, well-behaved eldest child 
about how “good” and “sweet” he is? 

Do you kindly second-guess the child who never gives you a 
hard time: “Are you sure you want to eat that second snacke” 


"Are you really going to wear short sleeves when it is chilly 
outside?” 

Some children lash out, throw tantrums, and seem to have a 
problem with everything, nearly all the time. Other kids go silent 
on you; in their compliance, you may think of this sort of child as 
"so good,” “the easy one,” “what a blessing atter his older 
brother.” Danger! The too-compliant child is often the one who is 
so highly attuned to your wishes, she is suffocating her very self. 
The battle between wanting independence trom you and wanting 
you to love and keep her safe forever is being won, not by her, 
but by you. Yes, indeed, compliance can kill the soul of a child. 
And when you constantly reinforce this outwardly “good” 
behavior, you do so offen at the risk of obliterating complicated 
needs and feelings under the surface. 


Four mornings later, I received an ecstatic—and relieved—email 
from the mother. Adam was doing great! He loved his new room and 
was getting ready to start school. And the whole family was a lot 
more rested. Rather than focusing on getting him to stay in his bed, 
the parents accepted his need to be close to them at night. By their 
acknowledging the big changes of the move, addressing his negative 
feelings, and letting him sleep close by, his experience was validated 
and he felt more secure. Accepting our children for who they are and 
recognizing their needs allows them to move on. 


Shaming by Embarrassment 


Have you ever casually hinted to a teacher or another parent that your 
three-year-old is still not potty-trained, and done so right in front of 
him? 

Have you ever reported to a friend that cute statement your child 
made by mixing up words, or that your daughter snuck into your bed 
last night, while she was within hearing? 


Without realizing it, you are treating your child’s developmental 
hiccup casually and in a way that is shaming to your child. 


Shaming out of Overprotection 


Have you ever held your child back from doing something, even if he 
might be able to, because you don’t want him to get hurt? Telling him 
that the climber is too high when he is excited about climbing it? 

Have you ever said no to a birthday party invitation of a friend 
because you were afraid your daughter would not have a good time? 

Have you ever lied to your child about something being dangerous 
when it really wasn’t? 

Children rarely do things they can’t really do. Most young children 
only take the physical risks they are able to do. And if they are 
hesitant, they need adult support to help them move forward. Instead, 
our own worries and fears, about whether they will fall and get hurt, 
or be able to handle a social situation, get in their way. What if he is 
sad? What if another child won’t play with him? What if she trips and 
skins her knee? Kids need to experience the negative in order to be 
able to handle it. Getting through mishaps and hard situations with 
their parents’ support builds children’s confidence (“I can handle 
that”). Often, parents worry so much about what the child can’t do, 
they do things for them—put on their shoes, carry backpacks, feed 
them to be sure they get enough to eat. This only undermines 
children’s burgeoning abilities and makes them feel bad, as in “I can’t 
do that.” The shame comes in when the parent tries to protect the 
child from making a mistake or doing something badly or not well; 
the child internalizes a sense that she is not good enough to even 
desire trying some-thing new. 


Shaming Through Language 


Have you ever said to your child, “You’re a big girl now; you don’t do 
this anymore,” when she was whiny or upset or acting younger than 


her age? 

Have you ever used sarcasm or teased your child for so-called 
childish behavior? Have you ever gently reprimanded your child by 
calling his behavior “so silly”? 

In response to our own anger, shame, or frustrations, adults use 
language with children that makes them feel badly, makes them feel 
less-than and ashamed for having a need. Instead of addressing the 
reason a child may be resistant to move from a crib to a big bed, we 
insist they should be big (denying that they also feel little). Rather 
than recognizing that there could be a reason the child is wildly 
screaming and laughing, we call them silly. Each of these diminishes 
the child and their feelings, leaving them with a sense of being alone 
and not understood. In turn, the child feels ashamed of having a need. 


e The Dynamic »% 


As we’ve seen again and again in this book, children from two to five 
are emerging from your loving, cozy orbit in an instinctual drive to 
separate from you as they discover who they are and how they fit into 
the world around them. During this pull to become their own person, 
children count on you more than ever to be there when they need your 
comfort, reassurance, and care. It may not feel that way, but this is 
one of the primary paradoxes of development: In order to separate 
and grow into her best possible self, a child first needs a trusting 
relationship with you. She needs to know that she can count on you 
no matter what she does. This trust is built on her knowing that you 
understand all (or most!) of her needs. And these needs—at two, 
three, four, and five years old—are complicated! They are not the 
simple needs of an infant. The young child is in a massive mental, 
emotional, and social growth spurt and he has a very difficult time 
expressing all of what is going on inside of him. In fact, learning to 
understand all that is going on inside, and then to communicate it, is 
one of the biggest tasks you’ll help him achieve at this age. 

As she fights (because that’s what it feels like to a young child—a 
fight!) to show you who she is, she is filled with lots of confusing and 


conflicting feelings and behavior. She both wants you to stay and to 
go. She loves you and hates you. She wants you to help her and to do 
it herself. She wants to laugh and to cry. It’s a battle of a lifetime, a 
battle to become her own person. 

When you fail to understand her internal struggle, her view (no 
matter how bizarre that view may seem), or her need of the moment, 
the result is a feeling of shame. Shame from the frustration of being 
misunderstood, or failing to please you, or not knowing what others 
around her seem to know. 

However, when you focus on where your child is developmentally 
and how she is seeing the world, you will discover new insight and 
ways to support where they are in terms of toileting, eating, sleeping, 
handling emotions, managing transitions throughout the day, and 
other toddler tasks and goals. You can optimize these tasks for your 
child by avoiding shaming and honoring where your child is at the 
moment. The chapters in Part II will look at these aspects of daily life 
with toddlers and offer you examples of problems and the practical 
solutions to help your child internalize a growing sense of control and 
self-regulation, and help you keep your head on straight and actually 
enjoy this topsy-turvy time in your child’s wondrous life! 


part Two 
Cracking the Toddler Code 


Solutions for Everyday Life 


In Part | we peered into how young children develop—how they 
think, behave, feel, and express themselves. We explored the 
variations in how kids can develop at different rates and in different 
ways. And we especially saw how our interaction with our children at 
this critical time in their lives is so important to helping them— 
through our comfort, support, and modeling—learn to self-regulate 
and develop the emotional and cognitive skills necessary to truly 
develop fully and successfully, in a way that is best for them. With all 
this in mind we now turn to our individual children. How do we 
understand their needs and how to parent them? How do we 
approach the daily tasks of each day in a way that is supportive of 
these individual needs without losing our sense of consistency? How 
do our daily interactions with our children help lay the foundation for 
the crucial skills they need throughout their lives? 

In this chapter, we will look at how to blend two points of view: 
meeting your child’s unique needs, style, and idiosyncrasies and at the 
same time relying on general developmental guidelines that will help 
you establish boundaries and set limits to guide your young children 
so they develop the internal sense of security and the confidence to 
move out in the world. Now might be a good time to return to the 
questions posed in chapter 2, pages 43 to 44. These questions are 
meant to help you think about the unique aspects of your child and 


how he or she moves through the world at this point in time. By 
focusing on these aspects of your child right now, you will be better 
able to understand how they view the world and what their behaviors 
and actions are communicating. And keep in mind that you know 
your child best of all—her ins and outs, ups and downs, flash points, 
at any given time. 


e Does he take time to warm up, or does he approach novel 
situations with excitement and abandonment? 

e Is she determined even when she struggles with something, or 
does she tend to get frustrated easily? 

e Does a small change in the schedule throw him off, or can he 
readily adjust to the different day today? 


As you read through the chapters in Part II, you will always be 
considering how to apply these general guidelines or tips based on 
your child’s unique set of attributes and approach to life. Your 
responses to those questions will likely be different today than when 
you pick up the book in a few months. Then again, certain 
characteristics of your child will stay fairly consistent. I call these the 
“threads” in each child—what you continue to see, at different times 
in their lives, expressed in new ways. My point is that, as parents, we 
have to keep reflecting on and cueing into who our child is, at any 
moment in time and in any given situation. Is your child generally 
adaptable to new situations and changes in schedule? Maybe so, but 
not when there is a new baby in the family. A child who clings to 
mommy or daddy at the beginning of a birthday party? Usually, but 
not today when her favorite older cousin, Ted, is there, too. Doesn't 
like peas or corn? That was last week; this week he does. 

Consistency and change are part of every child. Knowing this will 
help you understand your child on a day-to-day basis, and how he is 
moving in the world, which will guide you in figuring out what he 
needs. Keep these “threads” in mind so that next time you meet the 
challenge of the moment (whatever that may be) you will be able to 
recognize both the consistent thread, “Jeffrey always reacts to change 
in routine, so of course he is upset today,” and the change (sometimes 


for the better), “He was upset today, but he understood more and 
calmed down faster when I explained why we couldn’t go to the 
playground after school.” Dislike of change? Yes. Improved response 
to it? Yes. Both are at play. 

Again, there is no such thing as a one-size-fits-all approach to 
parenting. Nurturing, supportive, loving parenting relies on your own 
nuanced sense of your child’s needs in the day-to-day context of his or 
her life. Throughout Part II you will find many useful examples of 
how other parents handled messy situations; this variety will help you 
know what will work best for you and your child, while remaining 
calm, cool, and collected so you can meet your child’s behavior with 
nuance, understanding, and objective guidance to create loving limits 
and boundaries. 

Ready to go? Let’s start with the need for routines, the essential 
structure for raising a toddler. 


chapter five 


Cracking the Code on Everyday Routines 


Eating, Sleeping, and Toilet Training 


e The Importance and Need for Routines e 


Routines bring comfort. For toddlers who have no sense of time, who 
think tomorrow is a lifetime away and yesterday a fortnight ago, 
routines and regularity help children develop the flexibility and 
resilience they need as they grow and take on more challenges. They 
also act as a basis of the organization needed to develop those proven 
executive function skills, including planning, sequencing, and focus. I 
think of routines as the parentally set, practical embodiment of the 
limits and boundaries we are helping children internalize so that they 
become experts at those life skills so important to learning, 
socialization, and general success in life. Routines also mean repetition 
because they provide a structure to do something (eating, going to 
bed). Repetition is required for all learning and mastery; children learn 
and feel most comfortable when they repeat something over and over 
until they feel they know it well. Sameness, as bland as it may feel to 
adults, feels right to the toddler: “I know what I know, and that feels 
good.” 

It is yet another paradox of raising children: the more that structure 
and routines are in place, the freer the child is to develop the internal 
control to manage his or her feelings, thoughts, and behaviors—all of 
what enables him to mature, grow, and learn. In other words, regular 


routines enable flexibility. I cannot emphasize enough just how 
important routines are for organizing a child’s days, especially when 
they are very young (it works for older children and teens, too, not to 
mention adults). Routines guide them to know what comes next, what 
the order is, and how to begin to manage on their own. Routines give 
them a sense of control because they know what to expect. Otherwise, 
change happens to them and makes them feel out of control and 
disoriented. A friend reported that her two-year-old was looking at 
picture books before bedtime, flipping from page to page. When the 
mom said it was time to get in his crib, the boy commented, “But I so 
happy now. No crib.” For him, the moment consisted of the pleasure 
of looking at books. Moving to the crib was far from his mind. This is 
where falling back on an every-night (or at least most nights!) routine 
helps through the transition and the desire to keep the pleasure going. 
“I know you love your books. We can finish that book, and then it is 
good-night time.” 

Routines move children forward. At bedtime, hearing the water on 
in the bathtub cues them into “it is bath time,” which signals to them 
that after bath finishes (“one more squeeze of the rubber duck and 
then we get out”) there will be pajamas, and then teeth brushing, and 
then two books, two kisses, lights off, and good night. Why is this so 
important? Because toddlers do not organize themselves around time 
like we do, nor are the brain structures in place yet to organize their 
thoughts and actions on their own. They need our help. And routines 
do just that: they help toddlers sequence from one step to the next. 
While this helps move them toward your goal (going to sleep), it also 
keeps organizing their brain—every day in about the same way—to 
eventually take over the routine themselves (always with guidance and 
reminders from you). This is part of the building blocks of self- 
regulation. 


e It's Okay to Break Routines o 


While routines are important and provide organization, they do not 
mean we as parents have to treat every routine, every single day with 


rigidity. Instead, the idea is to set up basic routines that guide those 
tasks your children have to do daily—meals, getting dressed, leaving 
the house, going to sleep—which then allows for flexibility to roll with 
the punches when circumstances change. Routines set up a place to 
return to, an established order, and the comfort of familiarity. 
Flexibility is acquired from those times when you deviate from the 
routine, knowing there is the routine to return to. It is yet another 
paradox in parenting that routines and structure throughout the day 
are what enable flexibility. 

For the final month of the school year, our toddler program moves 
to a nearby park. It is a big change, and the park is new to the 
children. We prepare them with a good-bye party at the center and tell 
them about the park. But the change still takes time to master. During 
the first session at the park, Irena, who had just turned three, was 
busily playing in the sandbox. She suddenly stopped playing, sat down 
on the edge of the sandbox, and announced, “I done playing. Let’s go 
back to school now.” The teacher gently reminded her that they had 
said good-bye to school, that it always closes in spring, and now they 
could play at the park. She also recognized that Irena missed the 
classroom. Mulling it over, Irena eventually returned to play, in spite 
of the changed routine. Every now and again, the little girl stopped 
playing, sat down, and made her statement that she was ready to go 
back to school. But by the second park session, the routine was clear 
to her; she ran to snack time before the teachers even announced it. A 
little routine goes a long way. 

The amount of routine and help a child needs being organized 
varies. It varies by the child (there’s that individual variation piece 
again!) and by what is going on in a child’s life. 

Take Micah, a three-year-old and firstborn child who has just 
started preschool. Micah loves the school calendar and comes home 
each day and repeats who was leader today, who will be leader 
tomorrow and the next day. He repeats what day it is today and will 
be tomorrow. He likes things in order and the routine of the calendar 
and his daily school “job” of announcing and keeping track of the 
schedule. The calendar and the idea that one day follows another, and 
that this order of days never changes, is comforting to him. He knows 


what to expect: “On Monday, Tuesday will be next. On Tuesday, I am 
the leader.” By October, he has the routine down and is very proud of 
what he knows. 

But then comes November. Suddenly there is no school in the 
middle of the week for Veterans’ Day. But he has just begun to learn 
that school happens on each day of the week—and is able to rattle off 
that information—“Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and 
Friday, I go to school. On Saturday and Sunday I don’t go to school. 
Mommy and Daddy stay home, too.” Suddenly his mother’s 
proclamation that there is no school even though it’s Tuesday stuns 
little Micah. 

Micah starts to sob, screaming between the tears, “Yes, school. 
Today is Tuesday. Tuesday is school!!” Micah had been very used to 
his routine, and to the orderliness that it brought to his day and week. 
And then suddenly, just as he felt in control of it all, this sudden 
change appears. It is too much for him. 

This kind of illogical change can be very confusing for young 
children, particularly for a child like Micah who thrives on routines 
and establishing order. Some children are more flexible than others, 
but for Micah, keeping things in order—whether it is school days or 
the precise lineup of his toy cars—is a priority (at least at this age), so 
he falls apart. Similarly, he can focus long and attentively on putting 
together his train track following a very specific order and 
arrangement of the pieces. Yet, as you can probably guess, if a piece is 
out of order, he will collapse in a tantrum and yell to his mother, “Fix 
it! Fix it! It’s broken!!” 

After a repeated number of such instances, his mother came to me 
very concerned about her son. She asked, “Is something wrong with 
Micah?” 

Of course not. In fact, I pointed out to her, Micah’s reliance on 
order can be a good quality later: he gets an idea into his head of how 
things should be and he works to make sure that what he has 
envisioned happens. In an older child or adult we’d see this trait as 
persistence, one of those skills that enable a stick-to-itiveness so 
important to problem solving and academic and other kinds of life 


success. (Plus, over time, with brain development and experience, he 
will develop increased flexibility.) 

But I also explained to this worried mom that right now, at this 
developmental stage, Micah was lacking the ability to understand that 
it’s okay to break a routine or vary the arrangement of the train track. 
He had not yet developed this flexibility. At his young age, he is not 
rational enough to understand changes, including that this Tuesday is 
different because it’s a holiday. And his brain could not yet switch 
modes to accommodate this change. In time, with her guidance and 
reminders, he’ll get to be more flexible. Is this true of all three-year- 
olds? No. For some children more than others, responding to change 
and being flexible takes more work on the parents’ part. But it does 
not mean something is wrong with them. They just need more 
guidance for now. 

Some children become undone by breaks in routines. Others 
bounce back fairly quickly. A few barely seem to notice any changes. 
In time, nearly all children become more flexible with routines. The 
worry and upset that children feel at these moments of disrupted 
routine stem from losing a sense of comfort. Routines bring them a 
security that they know what to expect; they know what comes next 
and find comfort in knowing the established order. They feel in 
control and can relax and feel assured that all is well. Then, suddenly, 
the rules change! It is a shock, even if the change feels minor to you. 
Change can actually be frightening or disorganizing to the child. 
Where did my sense of order and knowing what is happening go? The 
ground feels unsteady. 

A mother reported that the previous night, her four-year-old 
refused to go to sleep. Bedtime, which usually took thirty minutes and 
then lights out, lasted over two hours. He asked for more water, he 
had to use the bathroom again, he requested she stay, he cried, he 
came out of his room. He pulled out every trick he could and would 
not go to sleep. I tried to figure out with the mother what was going 
on at home, or at school, that may have been bothering him. Nothing. 
Any changes? Visitors? Upcoming events? Nothing. Changes to his 
routine? Nothing. Suddenly she paused and thought of something that 
had seemed so minor but she now realized was not. “Every night after 


his books I sing him a lullaby and we have a quick good-night ritual. 
But last night I really wanted to watch this show with my husband. I 
had gotten home from work late and was rushing through bedtime so 
I could have my grown-up time. In my rush, I forgot to sing the 
lullaby and do our nightly ritual.” That was what threw him off. 
Bedtime returned to thirty minutes and included the lullaby. 

Does this mean that every parent should follow the same thirty- 
minute prescription? Not at all. You help to establish the routine that 
works for your child. Sometimes parents try to “hide” the change in 
routine by not mentioning it, pretending it did not happen and hoping 
the child won’t notice. This approach can backfire. Even if a child 
handles it at the time, they often fall apart later. It’s best to be 
straightforward and direct. 


What to Do 


So what can a parent do in these situations when the routines are 
altered? Maybe a relative is in town, or school is closed for teacher 
meetings. Maybe the TV or iPad is broken and your child is not going 
to watch Sesame Street before going to preschool. Helping your child 
through these smaller changes sets your child up for handling bigger 
changes and stressors throughout life. How do you handle changes 
without walking on eggshells (which is how many parents feel) 
worrying that your child will fall apart? 

First, recognize that your child may not like the change in routine, 
and that it is your job to guide and reassure them through the upset. 
You know the change is temporary and will be okay after all; convey 
that to the child. This approach also builds trust in your child—they 
learn that they can count on you to tell them what is going on (even if 
they don’t like it) and that you will help them. 

For known changes: Explain what is coming before it happens, but 
not too far in advance. “Today when you wake up, Grandma will be 
here. I have to go to work early so Grandma came to take care of you. 
I will be home for dinner and see you then.” Children don’t necessarily 
like these changes, even when prepared, so it is important to recognize 


the disappointment. “You may not like this, but tomorrow [Tuesday] 
is a funny day. Usually you have school on Tuesdays. But this Tuesday 
will be different—a no-school day.” 

For unexpected changes: There will certainly be times of 
unanticipated change. And this is where your comforting and 
supportive response comes into play even more. I recall taking one of 
my kids to preschool when he was four. It was a warm spring day, 
after a rainy week, and the teachers had decided to start the morning 
on the roof play deck, something they had not done before. We 
arrived at school to this news. Not good news as far as my son was 
concerned: he froze in his tracks with a blank expression, then quietly 
started to cry. His routine was off and for a child who always wanted 
to know (and still does) what to expect, he didn’t like it. I imagine he 
was thinking, Wait! I know the routine, I know what to do when I 
arrive at school. All was well. Whose dumb idea was this to change 
it?! 

The teacher immediately recognized his worry about the change 
and reassured him that the teachers would still take care of him, and 
that there would be inside playing later, too. To help him through the 
sudden change, I accompanied them up to the roof and showed him 
that his teachers and friends were there. Then, each morning for the 
next week we discussed what type of a day it was—an inside day or a 
roof day. Eventually he adjusted to handling good-bye, wherever the 
day started. Changes happen. 


Parents Have Trouble Breaking Routines, Too 


| have found over the many years of working with parents that 
adults, too, can get thrown off by changed routines. So, if a 
parent worries about being flexible in the routine, you can be sure 
that the child picks up on this nervousness. Flexibility comes when 
parents can reassure their children that a change is temporary 
and soon they will return to what they are used to (“Today we are 
having a picnic lunch and eating outside. That's different. But 
tonight you will still get to sit in your seat at home”). Many parents 


overly worry that a break in their child's routine will be ruinous. 
Maybe they worked hard to get their child to bed without battle, 
so they are atraid that getting home late one night will throw the 
whole thing off. Or they decline an offer to meet a triend visiting 
trom out of town because it means eating lunch later than usual, 
and “my child needs her schedule.” 

As director at the Barnard Toddler Center for nearly two 
decades, the most common question | get trom parents prior to 
the start of a new school year is “How can | do an afternoon 
class if my child naps? He naps at exactly the same time every 
day.” | have this conversation many times each summer. Some 
parents turn down the program if they are offered an afternoon 
group, even it it is only one day a week, because they are atraid 
of changing naptime. My sympathetic response to parents? 
Children adapt. | had the same concerns with my own children 
when they attended in the atternoon, but they were far more 
tlexible than | knew. Some children skip their nap that day, but still 
nap on other days. Other children take a shorter, but earlier nap, 
on school days. But one thing | know for sure: parents have a 
harder time adjusting to the change in nap routine than any 
toddler does. 


e Routines: Sleeping, Toileting, and Eating ° 


Sleep 


We live in a sleep-deprived society; children do not get enough sleep. 
While there is a range of how much sleep each child needs, one thing 
is certain: managing behavior and handling life’s ups and downs are 
much easier when a child (and adult!) is well rested. And like 
everything else we have been discussing in this book, there is 
variability in how well children handle sleep. Some are naturally better 


regulated when it comes to sleep: they easily sleep through the night, 
they fall asleep quickly, and they wake rested and balanced. Other 
children need more help. How much sleep a child needs varies as well. 
Some fortunate parents have children who sleep twelve or more hours 
a night. Others are fine with nine hours. Some nap two to three hours 
by day, others forty-five minutes. Some are early morning risers (in 
spite of everything a parent tries, they can be up and ready to go at 
5:30 A.M.); others sleep until 8 A.M. These are likely inborn ways of 
your child. However, all children need enough sleep (whatever their 
amount is) and a good night of rest. Parents play a significant role in 
building good sleep habits; it is one of the biggest gifts we can give our 
children. 

Getting a child to sleep and helping her to sleep on her own or 
through the night can be taxing to everyone involved. To understand 
issues in sleep, let’s go back to the main developmental task of this 
age: separation. As I mentioned earlier, at the Barnard Toddler Center 
our focus is on separation. We think of sleep as the final separation of 
the day for the child, which means the crux of sleep-related challenges 
has to do with separation anxiety. Not only is sleep about separation, 
it also is the longest separation of the day (for nine to thirteen hours). 
While adults may love doing it (and wish we had more hours for 
sleeping), often kids this age don’t. Bedtime occurs when they are the 
most tired, have the least resources, and are in the dark, most likely 
alone, and for an extended number of hours. Parents don’t often think 
of sleep as separation, but from the child’s point of view that’s what it 
is. Another good-bye. Thinking of it this way can help you reframe 
bedtime routines and limits to ensure that everyone gets a full night’s 
sleep. Daytime behaviors are much improved when everyone gets 
sleep! 

Sleep can be affected by changes in your child’s life. Did she 
recently start school? Is mommy traveling for work? Is daddy working 
longer hours than usual? Has your daughter developed new skills or is 
she on the verge of a developmental leap forward (which you only 
know in retrospect)? Is there tension in the house, or are you 
expecting a new baby? Is she just getting over a cold? Any change, 
large or small, can impact how a child sleeps. Emotions can affect her, 


too. Did you have a battle of the wills with him today? Or was he 
generally out of sorts? Any of these emotions can alter sleep as 
anxieties come seeping out at night. Suddenly the child awakens and 
screams, “Mommy!” when before he might have just turned over and 
gone back to sleep. 

During the start of our program each fall, when toddlers are just 
beginning the school year, parents will report a range of sleep 
disruptions for some children. One parent noted, “She comes to 
school so well, says good-bye with a big smile, and is happy to play 
here. I am relieved she doesn’t cry when I leave. I don’t know why, but 
she used to sleep through the night, and now she awakens most nights 
calling for me.” In this case, the child may have mastered the 
separation by day, to her mother’s delight, but the intense emotions of 
it are coming out at night. Be careful what you wish for! 

Bedtime is also about limit setting, holding up the guidelines so 
your child can master a restful night of sleep. If you find that it is hard 
to say no or set limits for your child by day, then bedtime can be 
particularly problematic. If you are negotiating a lot with her by day, 
giving in rather than holding limits, bedtime will be hard. Children 
need our loving help to set up and reinforce a routine and limits, so 
that they can successfully separate at night. I find that parents can 
have a hard time setting limits at bedtime based on their own history. 
Do you remember wishing your parents would stay with you at 
bedtime but they would not? Did you feel like you needed more than 
your parents could provide in terms of comfort, even outside of 
bedtime? Did you feel overlooked in a large family and without the 
reassurances you needed? Were you awake at night, scared or 
anxious? Are you currently a poor sleeper or worrier in the late hours 
of the night? If so, you are not alone in these feelings, but it may be 
hard for you to set a limit for your child, fearing that you will be 
letting him down. Think about your own issues around sleep and 
separation; disentangling your own feelings will make you a better 
support for your child. 

One mother whose three-and-a-half-year-old rarely went to sleep 
on her own bemoaned, “If I leave her room before she is sound asleep 
—which can take up to two hours!—my daughter screams, ‘I need 


you! I need you!’ It makes me feel so bad. I just can’t bear it and I go 
back. I am the youngest. My parents were always pushing me to go to 
bed on my own. If I asked them to stay with me, they got irritated. 
And I would feel terrible. I don’t ever want to do that to her. I’m 
afraid she’ll be mad at me, too.” 

In fact, this mother was doing the same thing to her child, even 
though she was understandably frustrated with her. Often, identifying 
the trigger can be enough to move a parent to change responses. Soon 
after making the connection to her childhood, this mom decided to set 
a limit and be consistent in her own behavior at bedtime, realizing, 
“Even if she is mad at me, she’ll be fine by the morning. And we'll all 
sleep better.” She told her daughter that it was okay if the child missed 
her at night, that she’d still see her in the morning. She gave her a 
handkerchief that the mother usually carried and told the child she 
could sleep with it to be reminded of the mother all night. Then she 
told her it was okay to cry, mommy would be back in the morning, no 
matter what. It took a few nights, but the mother stuck to her plan. 
And with that, bedtime got easier. Why? Because the mother was clear 
with her child (and herself) about the limits and need for sleep; 
children respond to our cues. 

Another mother, who was working long hours at a new job, 
commented about her son’s middle-of-the-night awakenings. “I feel so 
guilty that I am not home more with him. When he wakes up 
screaming for me I feel like, well, I can’t let him down now. He sees so 
little of me.” After helping her identify these feelings and see the 
connection to his sleep problems, she worked out coming home a half 
hour earlier each day. She felt less guilty by not being so rushed at 
home. This allowed them more time together for dinner and in the 
evening, and the sleep issues stopped. Once again, children respond to 
the actions of the parents. 

Our own feelings as parents can interfere with what our children 
really need from us, and for this reason being attuned parents means 
cueing in not only to the needs of our children but to our own feelings 
and past experiences. 


What To Do: Bedtime Routine 


It will not surprise you that successful bedtimes require routine, 
routine, routine. The routine cues your child in to the steps leading up 
to going to sleep, and helps him wind down in a gradual manner. 
Establish a routine that happens at about the same time each night, in 
the same order (basically!) to help his body habituate to timing for 
sleep. Bedtime routines should be calm, comforting, and relaxing. 
Think of the routine as going from the active pace of day to more and 
more calm, so that by the time she is in bed or her crib, she has settled 
into a low-key state, ready for sleep. When my children were young, 
Pd dim their bedroom light after bath when we entered to put on 
pajamas. I could see them cue in to the start of the winding-down 
routine. As we sat down to read books, lights low, Pd turn on the air 
filter that hummed quietly as white noise, and just as the books were 
finishing, Pd start their lullaby music. Then we’d do snuggles and 
kisses on each cheek before saying good night. 


Tovah’s Tips for Bedtime Routine 


e Monitor baths: For some children bathtime winds them up. If 
that is the case, do it earlier in your routine, or leave it for the 
morning. For others, it is calming. 

e Avoid electronics and TV, which can have a reawakening 
effect on many children. They seem calm and cozied in as 
they watch TV, but then they are excited when the video is 
done. Best not to use electronics or TV close to bedtime. 

e Keep routines short and simple. They should take no more than 
an hour (at most, if you are including the bath), and thirty 
minutes is even better. Lengthier routines get children stirred up 
as they have extra time to anticipate the inevitable separation. 

e let them have simple choices. “Would you like to read 
Curious George first or Goodnight Moon?" Such simple 


questions give them some, but limited control and keeps you 
moving forward to bed. 

e Sing or listen to a lullaby—either can be soothing. Some 
parents like to add prayers or a quiet review of the day. 

e Try to create a cozy corner in their room for sleep once your 
child moves to a bed. Make sure the bed is against a wall, 
ideally in a corner, and feels like a comforting place. 

e |f one parent is coming home late, do your best not to have it 
during the good-night routine. For many children, the return of 
that parent stirs them up. Better that they see you, when they 
are retreshed, in the morning. 


The details of the routine vary by family. The important thing is 
that children thrive on a simple set of rituals that are followed nightly. 
Especially for two- and three-year-olds, who will get more flexible at 
four and five, the same routine—including books, lullaby, kisses and 
snuggles, or whatever your ritual is—is important to prepare them for 
sleep. 


Sleep Challenges 


Extra Rituals 


Some children need to create a clear ritual of their own before they go 
to bed—rearranging their toys or stuffed animals in an exact, 
meticulous order; picking out the precise items to take to bed with 
them; or lining up their cars or dolls in a particular way. Others sleep 
with the same lovey every night. A mother sent me a photo of her 
toddler asleep with five blankets, which he insisted be rolled up and 
surrounding him, and ten small teddy bears he carefully arranged. He 
slept soundly in the middle of them. If your child needs certain items 
in a certain order, as mine did, give her the time to do it, as long as 
they do not get carried away with delaying bedtime. This may mean 
starting bedtime five or ten minutes earlier. For some children, this 


organizing ritual helps them settle down and feel calm before saying 
good night. 


Stall Tactics 


Be mindful of stall tactics, those pleas of “one more book;” “I need 
water;” “I have to pee-pee;” “Can I tell you one more thing, 
Mommy!! Um, um, I love you.” I don’t consider them “manipulative,” 
as parents often report. These are all ways to put off the impending 
separation. The best way to handle these attempts to stall good night 
is to indulge them a little, knowing the reason for it, but with clear 
boundaries. “Pick two more things to do and then we will say good 
night. PII see you in the morning.” Or, if you know what the stall 
tactics are, address those needs prior to getting into bed: “Let’s get 
your water. Now be sure to make pee-pee. Here is your bunny and 
blankie, right where you like them. I am going to give you three last 
kisses and then say good night!” And yes, it is fine to ignore the 
continued requests and to be loving and clear about your limit (as in, 
“PII see you tomorrow!”). 

When you are serious about being done, your child picks up on 
that and responds. But I promise you this: if you are hesitant and 
feeling badly about saying good night or like you are abandoning 
them, they will sense that and keep pushing for that “one more thing.” 
They’ll be overtired, you'll get frustrated, and no one will feel rested in 
the morning. 


Night Awakenings 


Children wake up at night for a variety of reasons, just like older 
children or adults. Some children are better about getting back to 
sleep than others. Children sometimes call out for you, but if you 
wait, they typically fall back asleep. Wait and see if they do. Other 
children wake up crying, either from nightmares or unknown reasons, 
and may need your reassurance to settle back down. The key is to 
keep your response calm and brief as possible—lights off and talk as 


little as you can (it arouses them), and simply rub their back or 
comfort them physically, a little bit, just enough to let them know they 
are okay. 

Nightmares can be scary, especially when your child wakes up 
screaming. They are the fears or anxieties of the day flowing out in 
their sleep. A nightmare now and then is normal at these ages and 
happens at some point for nearly every child as they learn to handle 
negative feelings, control urges and impulses, deal with new babies at 
home, or transition to school and master independence, including 
toilet training. So if your child awakens upset from a nightmare, they 
will need your comfort. Reassure her by simply saying, “I am here. It’s 
okay. You had a dream.” You may have to remind her, “You had a 
bad dream. That is over now; it is not real. Now you are okay, 
mommy [or daddy] is here. You can go to sleep now.” Toddlers can’t 
distinguish real from pretend, so your child may need your 
reassurance that the scary thing in the dream is not real. In other 
words, provide reassurance and calm, in a low-key way. 

I find that often parents talk to their children—ask them questions, 
if they are okay, what is wrong, and so on. Of course this is our 
parental instinct. But engaging your child this way wakes them up 
more and arouses them. Instead, what they need is your calming 
presence, your assurance that the dream is not real and can’t hurt 
them, and for you to put them back to sleep. 

You may wonder why your child is suddenly having nightmares, 
especially if she never had them before. It has to do with her 
developmental stage. As she becomes more verbal, her imagination 
grows along with it. By day he may imagine the good things—“I am 
Superman!” “I am cooking pancakes for my daddy”—but he can also 
imagine the bad things—monsters, fires, mean dogs with big teeth, 
mommy or daddy leaving him. The fears, anger, and worries of the 
day spill into their sleep and dreams. “If I can get this angry at 
Mommy or Daddy then could they get this angry at me?” Nightmares 
are common and normal in this age group, starting after age two and 
for some children continuing well beyond. One of mine used to bolt 
into my room, at two or three in the morning, his heart pounding, 
breathing fast. I knew he’d had a bad dream. Sometimes he would cry. 


What he needed was to snuggle for several minutes until he settled 
down. I could feel his breathing return to normal, his body relax. Pd 
carry or walk him back to bed, kiss him, and he’d be sound asleep 
soon. Another one of mine needed me to hold and rock him in my 
arms as I assured him the dream could not hurt him, until he’d reach 
for his bed, a signal he was ready to get back into it. The whole thing 
took less than five minutes. 

Nightmares can initially frighten a parent, especially if they have 
never heard their child screaming in the middle of the night. Not to 
worry: having fears, anger, and worry is part of the desperate pull to 
become their own person. Too bad it disrupts sleep! 

If your child is awakening nightly, help her to sleep through the 
night by giving her something of yours to sleep with—a T-shirt, a 
handkerchief, or even a small pillow. Also give her a family photo. Say 
to your child, “Here is Mommy’s (Daddy’s) shirt. You can hold on to 
it all night for me. And if you miss me, it is here, and so is our family.” 
It is a way of keeping you close throughout the night. Children feel 
better once they return to sleeping through the night—a triumph of 
independence as well as being better rested. Not all children will 
accept a substitute for you, but simply the gesture of offering it says to 
them, “I am here for you, even at night.” 

But what if your child is having nightmares multiple nights a week? 
In this case, think about what is going on in her life. Although 
nightmares are a response to their daytime life, they don’t usually 
occur every night. Is your child resisting toilet training? It may be time 
to back off. Is your child being exposed to TV shows that are scary for 
him (even if they don’t seem scary to adults or his older sibling)? Are 
you talking too much about their new school, which is still a month 
away? Do a review of what is going on and try to bring stressors 
down. 


Night Terrors 


Night terrors, which are different from nightmares, occur in a small 
percentage of children. They usually happen earlier in their sleep cycle 


and are often on nights when they are overtired (sleep-deprived, out of 
routine, on vacation, out of town visitors, etc.). While living through 
one can be quite upsetting to the parents, they are of no harm to the 
child. At first, you may think your child is having a nightmare. The 
difference is that your child is not in an awake state. They are asleep, 
in fact, in a deep sleep that they most often cannot be awakened from. 
Because of this, they can be screaming and thrashing with their eyes 
wide open. They may be calling for you, and even though you are 
there, they do not know that, so they may scream at you or for you to 
gO away. 

The whole episode can feel terrible to the parent, but your child 
will not even remember the episode (since they are asleep)—unless, of 
course, you keep asking him in the morning about it and he feels like 
he has to make something up to please you! My advice is to not say 
anything about it. Usually, after thrashing and screaming, the child 
falls back into a deep sleep, as if nothing occurred. The night terror 
can last five minutes or thirty. The important thing is that your child is 
kept safe so he can’t accidentally pull or knock something over. Some 
children will let you hold them; others will push away and get more 
upset if touched. Your best option is to wait for it to pass and find a 
way to reassure yourself. The first two times my son had a night terror 
(before I knew what it was) were among my scarier nights. 


When to Move Your Child from a Crib to a Bed 


As toddlers move out into the world to explore, there is much to 
discover. It is a big world filled with good things and bad— 
managing new feelings and impulses, trying to please mommy 
and daddy by using the potty and not throwing toys, growing 
imaginations conjuring up good and bad. There is a lot to fear 
out there. Cribs provide children with a safe and cozy place 
where they can unwind and be cozied in on all sides in a small 
space. And yet, in this hyperparenting climate today, parents are 
often eager to move their children to the next step. | strongly urge 


parents to resist this when it comes to the crib. Before the age of 
three, most children feel the satety of the crib as a comfort and 
relief. Taking them out too early sets them up to have to manage a 
great deal of freedom (| can get out on my own! Nothing to keep 
me in bed!) before they may be ready. Better to err on the older 
side (after age three). You are giving them the gift of a secure 
place at the end of the day when they don’t have to work on 
controlling their impulses (as in working to stay in bed). 


Parenting POV 
Do | Let My Child Cry at Night? 


This is a question | get often. Since there are so many books out 
there espousing ditferent methods for helping your child learn to 
sleep on his or her own, some beginning at four to six months old, 
| feel the need to weigh in here. As you've probably picked up, 
sleep issues don't miraculously disappear once your child moves 
from infancy to toddlerhood. First, cue in to that particular child's 
needs. Second, think about any sleep issue (trouble going to 
sleep, staying asleep, or fear of sleeping alone) as a separation 
issue. Third, reassure your child at night if they are scared or 
worried, and establish a routine (see page 107). They need your 
comfort, but with limits. Sleep is a piece of independence, and 
children feel proud when they can handle it on their own. 

But some children need your help getting there. It the 
disruptions turn into a nightly happening and there is nothing else 
wrong (child has fever, is sick, or there is another problem), a limit 
needs to be set. Children count on us to establish these limits. Your 
child will feel better, and so will you. Learning to sleep on one’s 
own is an important accomplishment. VWhen we deprive them of 
this accomplishment because of our own worries—Am | letting my 
child down? Will she be mad at me? What if | am missing her 
need?—we are actually hindering their march toward 


independence. No one can tell you to let your child cry unless you 
are okay with it. But | can assure you of this: children this age 
gain trust when they learn that it is okay to cry, even at night, and 
mommy and daddy still love them. It shows them, once again, you 
are there for them, no matter how hard something feels. Why? 
Because you have helped them get over a tough hurdle and they 
feel safer that way. You get my point—a good night's sleep 
benefits everyone! 


e Toileting ° 


I must admit this is not my favorite topic. Why? Think about it: who 
(other than five-year-olds who do a lot of potty talk about “poopy- 
poopy, you are poopy” and teens who enjoy discussions of flatulence) 
wants to talk about bathroom habits? No, really. Like anything else 
that your child eventually masters, including separation, sleeping 
through the night, and giving up bottles, the lead-up to it is often 
exaggerated and can make the task even harder. They all get out of 
diapers, if we give them the guidance, take the pressure off, throw our 
worries, expectations, and own embarrassment aside, and ignore the 
advice of so many well meaning relatives. (“Oh, darling, you were 
toilet trained before two and never had an accident.” ) 

Believe me, your child knows you want them to use the toilet. That 
is clear to any toddler. The grown-ups are happier when I use the 
toilet. Ultimately, your child wants to please you and fulfill this wish 
of yours. And I can promise you they will. One day. Just not 
necessarily on your timetable and definitely not if your child feels 
pressured. The flip side of the pressure to leave their diapers behind 
before they are ready is shame. Why? Because using the toilet is a very 
personal and intimate act. It also triggers fears for many toddlers. “If 
poopy comes out, what else can fall off, too?” Really. I know it 
sounds odd, but remember that their brains think differently than ours 
do. “Will Mommy be so mad at me if I don’t do it? If I have an 


accident? Will Daddy think I am bad?” This is the response to being 
pushed before they are ready to commit to this. 

Like so many tasks during these years, giving up diapers is a step 
toward independence. This is an especially big one, and it balances out 
the independence (“I wear underpants now, just like Daddy and 
Mommy and my big brother!”) with the fear of losing control. 
Remember that toddlers are all about being in control. This is one act 
they need to control for themselves. Learning to use the toilet is 
complicated, and for some children more difficult to master than 
others. 

So my first advice is to back off. Hold yourself back from any 
strong efforts to get them out of diapers before they are ready (believe 
me, I was ready to be done with diapers, too, in my house, but I 
promised myself I would not push it, and it turned out to be much 
easier). 

On the other side, getting out of diapers is another step for your 
child toward independence and creates a good feeling of “I did it! I 
feel good!” That is the incentive they eventually have, and in truth, 
they don’t want to keep letting you down. So, in time, when they 
show an interest and that they are ready, they will need your support 
and guidance. But as with every step toward independence, you want 
to keep power struggles out of it. 

So many parents spend precious time and energy fretting about 
toilet training when we all know that every single child will get toilet 
trained. When the pressure is off, and there is a little potty that sits in 
the bathroom, then with even a little structure and encouragement, 
and lots of reminders, it happens. Do your best not to get worked up 
about this, even when it feels like your child is just too old for diapers, 
or you think is the only one wearing them (I assure you that is not the 
case). You will only get your child more anxious. And remember, you 
can expect a few (or many) accidents along the way—two steps 
forward and one step back. 


What to Do 


e Stay calm. They are looking to you for cues, so if you are 
worked up and nervous, they will mimic those feelings. 
Monitor your feelings about this to keep them away from 
your child. Many parents have mixed emotions, ready to be 
done with diapers but sad to lose the baby. Know your own 
thoughts and feelings first. 

e Be encouraging but not overzealous. Don’t overdo the prizes, 
stickers, or treats. Using the toilet is their accomplishment, 
and prizes or bribes make it about you, not them. Think 
about it: They will use the toilet every day, many times, for 
their entire life going forward. Do you want them to expect a 
parade or candy each time?! Their own pride and excitement 
is what carries them forward with the toilet training. And the 
smile on your face or hug is a reward in and of itself. At the 
same time, don’t ever punish them for having an accident or 
refusing to use the potty. This will cause shame and set the 
process backward. 

e Pick a time with relative calm, not when they are starting a 
new school, changing babysitters, or a new baby is in the 
family. I find that warm weather is easiest (fewer and lighter 
clothes, and it’s easier to carry changes of clothes and handle 
soiled ones). Pick a two-week window when you can focus on 
it with them (so not a time with visitors, or with a big work 
task ahead). 

e Buy underwear. They may even like to try it on. Let them 
know that “tomorrow we will be all done with the diapers 
and you can wear underpants.” Don’t do this more than a day 
in advance, since it creates too much anxiety. And certainly 
don’t ask for agreement, as in “Would you like to stop 
wearing diapers tomorrow?” Toddlers are not ones for 
keeping a promise anyhow. The promise is for this moment 
only, and tomorrow is a new day. Toddlers love to run 
around naked, which can help in the toilet-training process. 
Yes, they will go on the floor, so be ready for that. But it helps 
them understand the process (and have fun being naked!). 


Help them put on the underwear, in a clear and matter-of-fact 
manner. Then, for the first couple of weeks (or longer for 
some children), you will have to regularly take them to the 
toilet. No need to ask; the answer will be no. Remember— 
independence also means power and control. Instead, set up a 
schedule for yourself, or your caregiver. For example: when 
child wakes up, after breakfast, an hour later, etc. Give your 
child a heads-up. “First we'll eat lunch and then Pll take you 
to the potty.” You will have to take them and stay with them. 
It should be a fun time. Some children like to look at a book 
or have you tell a story. It is fine if they don’t go, just say, 
“You sat on the potty and nothing came out. That happens 
sometimes. We’ll try again later.” No praises, no reprimands. 
A quick hug when they jump off the potty reassures them all 
is still well. 

Use a stool under their feet or a toddler potty. Many children 
are afraid to sit on the toilet—it is way high up, their feet 
dangle, and they feel as if they will fall in. A potty on the 
floor feels safer to most. 

Accept that accidents are going to happen. If your child has 
an accident (which she will!), make no big deal of it. Explain, 
“Oh, that is the pee-pee. Sometimes it comes out. Let’s get 
changed.” Disposable diapers are so absorbent that often 
toddlers are surprised that the pee-pee makes them wet. This 
is part of the learning. Even if your toddler sails through the 
toilet training, he may have an accident weeks (or months) 
into it. Expect it to happen, and then you won’t be taken 
aback when it occurs. 

Back off if your child seems to be fighting getting out of his or 
her diaper. They may just not be ready—for whatever reason. 
It is fine to go back to diapers (no shaming), and tell them, 
“Diapers are fine. We’ll try again another time.” Then 
reassure them that you love them whether they wear 
underpants or diapers. When parents back off and don’t care 
one way or the other what the child uses (diapers or toilet), 


the child often announces she is ready to use the potty. The 
catch is that you have to be genuine. 

e Nighttime bedwetting is common in many children long past 
the time they are dry during the day. Being dry at night can 
come months or years later and all children get there 
eventually, just not on a parent’s desired timeline. Toddlers 
can stay in diapers or pull-ups at night. Don’t make a big deal 
out of this and assure them that this is fine. Children take 
their cues from parents so if you are not bothered by the 
wetting (no need to be, it’s normal) they will not be. Some 
children sleep deeply, others do not yet have the signal at 
night to wake up. You can try taking your child to the 
bathroom before you go to sleep, which works for some but 
not for all. My advice to you is back off, be relaxed about 
this, and never shame a child who wets the bed. If your child 
wets occasionally and sleeps in underwear, put extra sheets on 
the bed, with a waterproof pad in between and dry pajamas 
nearby. That way, you can quickly strip the wet layer, change 
the wet pajamas, and everyone is back to sleep quickly! But if 
you are still concerned, speak to your pediatrician. 


e Foodand Eating œ 


Everyone knows at least one picky eater. Why? Because kids this age 
tend to be that way! You may even have a picky eater in your house 
right now. Some children are picky in general, maybe eating only 
white foods like bread and pasta, or only certain textures or flavors. 
Some insist on the exact same lunch being packed every day for 
preschool, five days a week. It may be boring for you but for your 
child the same daily meal every day when she opens her lunch brings 
comfort. Others go through phases of being pickier. Remember their 
drive to show their independence? Food is another place they can play 
out a growing sense of their own power. “Do I eat this like Mommy 
wants me to? Do I really even like it? Do I have to eat it?” This is all 


part of their new level of independence and decision making, as in “I 
don’t like that!” These opportunities give them the feeling of control. 

Most children like to eat and are frequently hungry, but they can 
have strong reactions to new and different foods—especially 
vegetables! This is where the desire to control comes into play. As 
your child becomes more aware of being her own person, she also 
wants to make choices. Independence and becoming her own person 
mean recognizing choices and exerting her own will. Food is one of 
the few places in their daily life where children can enforce control (so 
are using the toilet, choosing clothes, and going to sleep). I have a 
child who ate only Cheerios, every dinner, for almost a year. We’d 
start dinner with his regular meal then he’d remember, “I only want 
Cheerios for dinner.” Not just any cereal; only Cheerios would do. It 
was all about his choosing his meal, him being “in control” and 
exerting his power. Then he started eating a more regular range of 
foods again, and as a much bigger child he eats a wide variety. But he 
still loves cereal, all kinds now! 

Toddlers are capable of feeding themselves, although they use 
hands to augment the utensils. We live in a health-conscious time 
(which can be good) and parents worry a lot about what their children 
eat and how much. They worry that they don’t eat enough, or not 
enough of the right things, or that they don’t know when to stop. 
Believe me, none of our grandparents (and probably parents, too) 
noticed what we ate. They served it; we ate. For us as parents, feeding 
our children is an act of love, but it can also become a place of control 
on our part. “Two more bites,” “carrots first and then you can have 
bread,” “don’t you want more? You can’t possibly be full.” In truth, 
this approach undermines our children’s attempts to develop good 
eating habits. 

Like nearly every parent, I believe in healthy eating. But the bottom 
line is that only the child knows if she is hungry or full, and when you 
force them to eat (as in “one more bite”), your child cannot learn to 
trust her own hunger signals. Parents tend to see mealtimes as all 
about food. Here is another way to think of mealtimes—as social 
times. Use this time to sit with your children (not that we can all do 
this seven nights a week!), chat about the day, and be together as a 


family. Often it can’t be all of you, but at least one adult (parent, 
babysitter, grandparent) should be sharing in the meal (at least sipping 
something), eating and chatting but not noticing what the child is or is 
not eating. If the eating routine is relaxed (or as relaxed as eating with 
toddlers can be!) and enjoyable, then children will eat well on their 
own. 

Parents often come to me worried that their picky eaters are not 
getting enough nourishment. I ask first if their pediatrician is 
concerned. The answer is almost always no. So unless your 
pediatrician is concerned about your child’s nutrition, I don’t think 
you need to be. And yet, out of parental love and their own feelings or 
anxiety about food, or the idea that being a good parent includes 
feeding a child a certain amount of food, they might resort to chasing 
after a defiant three- or four-year-old with a spoon or making 
promises they don’t want to keep (“If you eat two more bites of 
broccoli, you can have ice cream”), or shoveling in a few more 
spoonfuls. This is another place where our own history can mold our 
interactions with our children. Were you a fat kid? A picky eater? Was 
mealtime fraught with tension or fighting as a child? Do you recall 
people making comments about what you did or did not eat? All of 
this can affect your attitude about food for your child and your 
response to their eating. 

Now that you know about your child’s drive for independence, take 
a step back for a moment and think about what these actions feel like 
to him. Remember, they are striving for power and control and to 
show you all they can do “by myself.” That includes eating, from 
deciding how much they will eat to feeding themselves. Each time we 
bribe or cajole them to eat or make one food contingent on another 
(finish the chicken and I will give you cake), we give them a message 
that counters all they are trying to achieve. The message they hear is: 
you don’t know what is best for yourself, only I do. And this is where 
battles come in. 

Instead of engaging in these conflicts, think of eating and mealtime 
at these ages as setting up good eating habits now for your child to 
carry through as they get older and can make healthy, independent 
choices—to know when they are hungry or not. You don’t want food 


to be a battleground or associated with anxiety and negative 
emotions. If it is, once on their own, you can be sure they won’t be 
able to make good choices. As a mother of now-older children, I can 
say that before you know it, they are eating at friends’ houses or 
making their own snacks or meals. Setting up good eating habits 
young is the way to help them make reasonable independent eating 
choices later. In fact, nutritionists say that controlling children’s eating 
backfires; later on they rebel or sneak food, or don’t know how to 
read hunger signals and don’t feel equipped to make good decisions 
around food. What your child eats over a seven- to ten-day period is 
what matters, not what they eat at any one meal or day. 


What to Do 


I truly believe mealtimes can be pleasant, even with toddlers. But it all 
starts with us. For parents mealtimes take patience, a steady, routine 
approach, and recognition that toddlers are learning. That likely 
means changing your expectations about what mealtimes will be. 
Good-bye to the leisurely or romantic meals of pre-children. By taking 
control battles out of eating, giving limited options, and making 
mealtime a social occasion, you can help your child become a good (or 
even great) eater. Maybe not today, but it does happen. 


e Sit at a table for all meals. Children need structure to learn 
the eating routine, and the table defines the space. It shows 
them that mealtime is a time where we sit and eat, and there 
is no wandering. Food is eaten at a table. For young children, 
eating with a TV or iPad on is a distraction. Mealtime is just 
that—for meals. And that means food and socializing—no 
outside entertainment required. 

e Sit mostly in the same seats. Toddlers enjoy the sameness of 
sitting in the same spot at the table and counting on where 
others sit, too. This becomes their routine. As you know, an 
exact order to things brings comfort. Having a regular seat 
makes the meal ritual easier to follow. 


e Sit with them, eat a little. You may not want to eat at five or 
five thirty or in the midst of the mess the toddler creates. 
Understandable. But because it is a social event, and because 
they learn the routine from the adults, even if you are not 
eating your main meal with them it is important you sit with 
them and nibble on something light. How could they possibly 
know, over time, how to act at meals unless it is modeled, 
over and over again? They will model your behavior and 
learn that meals are social times. “Mommy sits for dinner, 
Daddy sits for dinner, we talk, I do, too.” If you are not 
home, another parent, nanny, grandparent, or other adult 
eating with them is fine. 

e Talk about anything except the food. The idea is to socialize 
your child in mealtime behavior and that means not paying 
attention to the food they eat. For some parents this is a hard 
shift to make. But think about how it would feel to you if 
your friends commented on how much you ate of a meal. Or 
maybe you remember your own parent shaming you: “You 
don’t like that? Why’d you eat so little?” Children actually 
eat more when no one notices or comments on what they are 
eating (remember, it is not what they eat at every meal that 
matters; it is what they eat over the course of a week or so). 

e Chat about the day, or what they will be doing on the 
weekend or something related to them. “I was thinking about 
when we were at the park. Do you remember the dog we 
saw? He was barking loudly.” You can also ask what they 
recall, especially as they get older. This type of conversation 
makes mealtime enjoyable and helps them learn how to be in 
the company of others. In the meantime, they eat with no 
focus on the food. In other words, do all you can not to 
notice what they eat. At the same time, don’t expect your 
young child to always engage in the conversation. You may 
be doing more of it for a while. 

e When your child is done eating, she is done. Most children, 
especially at two and three, won’t sit once they are finished 
and it is not reasonable to expect them to. It should be fine 


for them to get up and go play. Say to them, “You know if 
you are full. If you are done, you can go play. Dinner is 
finished.” This helps them learn hunger and full signals and 
says that you trust them to know when they’ve had enough. 
But you also mean business. Sit to eat. Up means done. 
Throwing food? That is a signal he is finished and you can 
interpret it as just that. “I see you are finished eating. You can 
get down now.” Remove their plate so they understand what 
you mean. If they have just started eating, I suggest trying 
“We don’t throw food. If you are done, I can take your 
plate,” just to give them a chance to eat. But if the throwing 
continues, be done. 

You shop, you serve the food. Parents worry so much about 
what their children eat. As the parent, you set the parameters 
of what your children eat. You shop and decide what food 
comes into the house. You put the food on the table. If you 
are fine with the food you serve, then you can back off the 
question of what they are eating. Young children tend to have 
smaller appetites than we think and it is always unpredictable 
as to what they will eat at any meal. The best way to handle 
this: Put several items on their plate, and leave it to them to 
eat as they wish. Some may be picky and not like any foods 
to touch each other; respect that. But also put other foods out 
on the table for them to choose from—cheese, carrot sticks, 
olives. They can take what they want, in amounts they want; 
this will help them know how much they want to eat so they 
can begin to regulate their own food intake. And they love 
having control. Being able to take from the table platter gives 
them choice and control. At our center, we put trays of rice 
cake out on the table. Every child takes as much or as little as 
they want. They love it! 

Take them shopping. Take your child to the grocery store or 
farmer’s market. Having him help you pick out the food (do 
you want cornflakes or Wheat Chex?) lets him be part of the 
process. They also see where food comes from—the store, the 


farmer’s market—and they feel proud to do what the adults 
do. 

e Don’t be a short order cook. Parents can give children far too 
many choices. You, the parent, decide what to serve. If your 
child resists a certain food, but you’ve provided options that 
you know he eats, then he can decide on what to eat. Always 
serve at least one thing you know he likes (for my children 
that was always bread!). In other words, don’t be the one 
policing what and how much a child eats once you put the 
food on the table. 

e Avoid offering treats or making dessert contingent on eating 
dinner. Treats and dessert take on way too much importance 
and will hijack a toddler’s attention and desire. Instead, treat 
all food the same. Some of what they eat will be sweets or 
snacks. Make it part of their regular eating rather than a 
special treat. The “special” or “forbidden” foods will take on 
a life of their own and your child will beg, plead, or whine for 
them. It becomes the destination of a one-track mind. Avoid 
that by not making any food into something so special. Still 
battling? Don’t have food in the house that causes such 
conflict. 

We had a family at our center whose child begged and 
screamed for gummy bears every single morning. He was told 
no by mommy, and no by daddy, who said repeatedly, “We 
don’t eat candy for breakfast.” But every morning there were 
fits and screaming. They offered him many options, but all he 
wanted was gummy bears. The result? He came to school 
hungry, as he would not eat breakfast. We suggested they put 
a small bowl with gummy bears at his place when they served 
him breakfast. Crazy as the idea sounded to these parents, 
they tried. Sure enough, he ate breakfast, every morning. And 
after only one day, he did not even eat the gummy bears. He 
just wanted to be sure he had them. It’s all about control! 

e It is not about manners. Yet. It is all about you. Most of us 
prefer to be with polite children. I do. But don’t expect proper 
manners at this age, from “please” and “thank you” to sitting 


up straight at the table or using utensils just right. Your child 
learns from you. If you treat them with respect, say please 
and thank you to them, and sit nicely at the table, they will 
learn to be polite as they get older. 


How to Chat with Your Toddlers and Avoid Food Battles 


As your children get older, dinner is a time when they will tell you 
about their day. Few children respond to direct questions (at any 
age) but most will chat as the meal goes on if there is no pressure 
on them. You can use these early ages as a time to set up routines 
and behaviors that will serve you well when they are older and 
have more to say. When mine were all elementary age we 
played a game at our table: “VWho had something funny, bad, 
good, or strange happen today?” This gets people talking without 
being put on the spot. It also recognizes that in any day good 
and bad both occur. Often, my husband would start. It could be 
as simple as “| saw something surprising today. On my ride to 
work | spotted the first leaves changing color on a tree. Two 
yellow leaves. And it is only August!” This breaks the ice. Then the 
boys usually started sharing pieces of their day, sometimes 
arguing over who got to talk. 

With the conversation running, leave it to your child to decide 
when he is done eating; this is how they learn to respond to their 
hunger and satiety signals. If your toddler is one who jumps up 
quickly, after a bite or two, simply say, “You know if you are full. 
Have you had enough to eat?” And remind her that the meal is 
finished! In time, they all learn to eat what they need, but only if 
we, the parents, don't keep interfering. The bottom line: Do not 
notice what your children eat. Simply serve, chat, and enjoy. | 
know it's easier said than done. But it makes for better family 
relationships all around. 

How do you handle, later in the evening, “But I’m hungry!”2 
Maybe your child is going through a growing spurt. Or they did 


not eat much for dinner. Or they are simply testing their power. 
The best way to handle this is to take yourself out of the battle 
before it even begins. Give them part of their wish by making 
food available, but limited. Leave one food out on the counter in 
a bowl for them. “There is always cut apples; other fruit; carrot 
sticks. Help yourself.” Doesn't sound appealing? One night my 
kids whined, “But we are tired of cutup apples!" | lovingly 
reminded them fo eat more dinner next time. Battle over. 


e Getting Dressed œ 


Getting dressed is the first step toward starting the day, and from your 
toddler’s point of view that often means saying good-bye. So yet 
again, this task involves all the feelings of separation. It is another 
place where choices come in to meet your child’s need for control. So 
many children dawdle or are distracted by whatever they see or want 
in the moment rather than focusing on getting dressed, a task that 
could be done in mere minutes. Take a moment to consider the toddler 
mind-set: “I just woke up [even if it was two hours ago] and now I am 
with Mommy and Daddy again, after a long night’s sleep. And now I 
have to prepare for a day and good-bye? No way.” 

They are far from being in a get-ready-for-the-day mode. You can 
see where the conflict comes in as you, the parent, have a goal toward 
starting the day. Our adult time pressures (to get to work, or get 
children to school or classes) clash head-on with the toddler’s tried- 
and-true mode of living in the moment. 

With this toddler frame in mind, the goal should be to help them 
become more independent in dressing over time, and to avoid battles. 
Keeping the longer goal in mind can help get through the day-to-day 
getting-dressed crises (although you may be lucky enough that this is 
not a place of conflict right now for you and your child). You guessed 
it: For some children, what to wear is a battleground for testing power 
and showing you who they are. You have ideas about what they will 
wear, but so do they. So kids ages two to five need varying degrees of 


choice when it comes to their clothes. Some children will wear 
anything, while some have very specific ideas (only one color; only one 
texture; long sleeves even in the summer). But for the most part, they 
need your help, especially at the younger ages—this means a couple of 
limited choices and assistance (and patience) to get dressed. Over time, 
they will do much more on their own. 


What to Do 


Like any other task that is done daily, routines create a daily structure 
that helps children grow more independent. And at times when your 
child really needs power, or to show you who she is, clothes are a way 
to do that; that’s when you hear “I pick out what I want.” 

Here are some guidelines: 


e Prepare in advance. The night before, put out two outfits so 
your child can choose in the morning what to wear. I always 
did this the night before, but some families find it easier in the 
morning. Either way, you are giving choices, but limited ones. 

e Again, give limited choices. “Do you want this red shirt or the 
blue?” “Do you want a dress tomorrow or long pants?” 

e Less is more. Keep fewer clothes in their drawer or closet so 
that they are not overwhelmed with possibilities; too many 
options will drive you both crazy and make it impossible for 
your child to settle on one outfit. 

e Help them, but let them do what they can, especially for 
younger toddlers. You hold the sock, they push the foot in. 
You hold up the shirt, he puts his arm up and in. In no time 
you will have a three- or four-year-old who dresses herself 
and surprises you. And feels great about his accomplishment. 

e Make it a game (humor required). Children can put up all 
kinds of stall tactics or hesitate to get dressed. Remember, 
they don’t want to proceed to leaving or saying good-bye, 
even if fun lies ahead. They only know that at this moment, 
they have your attention (even if you are yelling). In this case, 


make dressing a game, and keep it light and fun. You cannot 
imagine how many times I’ve had socks and other odd 
clothing items on my hands or my head that my little one 
grabbed and instantly put on his feet, saying, “Mommy, that 
is not where they go!” 


e Getting out the Door e 


As many a parent will tell you, toddlers like to dawdle. They don’t 
seem to listen to you when you give them a five-minute warning; they 
don’t seem to remember how much fun they had yesterday when they 
went to preschool or the playground. They are stuck in the moment 
and find every way not to head toward the door. Battles, meltdowns 
(of toddlers and of parents!), and delays getting out in the morning are 
among the most common complaints from parents of children this 
age. Leaving home is not easy! At this point you probably know why. 
It is leaving the comfort of the place they know best, and because they 
live for right now, they can’t really focus on where they will be after 
they leave home. Whether it means good-bye to daddy or mommy, or 
simply to home, getting out of the house can be a challenge. Once 
again, think about separation. 


What to Do 


Getting out the door is a big transition, no matter how much fun they 
will have on the other end. It is separating from home and often from 
you. As redundant as it may sound, morning rituals and routines are 
helpful; in fact, there really is no other way to smooth out this 
transition. 


e Be organized ahead of time. For example, keep their coat, 
shoes, and sand bucket or other outdoor items in the same 
place so they can be part of the getting-ready routine. When 
they know where their belongings are, they get used to the 


routine faster and can handle more of it on their own, with 
reminders. When my children were younger, I had all their 
items lined up by the door the night before—backpack, shoes, 
socks and coat. In the morning after breakfast, I could give 
them reminders: now it’s time for shoes; grab your coat; 
backpacks on. And they could follow through. 

Reminders as guidance. Children need reminders for each step 
(first your socks, now your shoes; get your coat), and in time 
(sometimes a long time or even years) they learn the sequence 
with fewer reminders, and later do it themselves (much later 
for most children). Some children are naturally better at it 
than others. Structures for organizational skills are 
developing in the brain, and reminders are a necessity to 
move the development forward. 

Transitional objects are important. For many children, taking 
a toy or other object with them from home to school (the 
same thing every day, or a different object), or even to the 
park, helps to bridge the transition. I think of it like lucky 
charms that adults carry, or even the photo of your child you 
may keep in your wallet. You take a piece of what you know 
with you. Children often like to do this, too. There are the 
regular items—blankies, stuffed animals, a car, truck, or doll. 
But I also know children who leave with a toothbrush or 
random piece of Lego, a single puzzle piece, or dog’s toy. 
Whatever they take is fine, whether it is the same thing each 
time or something different. It helps them move from the 
place they know best—home—out into the world. 


Parenting POV 
When Routines Are Broken 


All routines are broken. Whether it's grandmother visiting, or the 
family going on a vacation, or someone getting sick (parent, 
child, or sibling), such changes necessarily break any routine. This 
is when all the other time you've spent helping your child stick to a 


bedtime, teeth brushing, getting out the door routine will come in 
very handy: you can calmly explain why today is different and 
return to the routine when the “disruption” is done. The routine is 
the base, “disruption” the exception. This is an opportunity for 
children to learn, over time, how to be flexible themselves. 


Routines are part of daily life and help move the toddler into a 
similar, familiar flow, day in, day out. Routines provide an inherent 
structure and are the grounding that leads your child toward greater 
independence. Routines bring comfort because your child has an idea 
of how things will happen and can begin to expect what will come 
next. This is especially important because they lack any real sense of 
time. Unlike adults, who set their days around a clock, a toddler’s 
natural flow is haphazard and chaotic, so they need predictable 
routines to guide them. Routines organize their day, and help them 
feel organized inside. These are all skills that set up your child for 
success in their daily life going forward. But they need our help, and at 
these ages that means sticking close to them with reminders and 
reassurances, and the flexibility to help through changes. 


chapter six 


Cracking the Code on Toddler Emotions 


Tantrums, Fear, and the Battle of “No!” 


One afternoon, a toddler in absolute hysterics could be heard 
screaming down the hallway, on his way to our center. He arrived 
shrieking, stomping, and mad. His mother, understandably, was 
exasperated. “It’s enough,” she said. “You can do it later, just stop this 
now.” Over the child’s escalating screams the mother told this story: 
“Every day when he comes to school, he wants to push the buttons for 
the elevator. If we are the only ones, not a problem, he can. But today 
there was someone else waiting by the elevator, and she pushed the up 
button. He got upset and I said he could push the button inside. But 
absentmindedly, when we got in, I pushed it without thinking. Whoa! 
You would have thought the worst thing in the world had just 
occurred. He got hysterical, screaming, ‘No! I push it! I push it? And 
would not stop screaming. I had to practically drag him out, and now 
he won’t stop.” She paused for a moment, looking at this angelic child 
in hysterics. She was quite upset herself and stated firmly, “He needs 
to learn that he cannot always have his way!” 

What was going on here? From the mother’s point of view, it was 
just a button. There would be other chances to push an elevator 
button and her son needed to learn that he couldn’t always “get what 
he wanted.” Reasonable? For an adult, yes. As a goal for your child 
over time—to learn to handle disappointment? Absolutely. But not in 
the moment when he had an established routine and was on his way 


to school, where he would have to say good-bye. From his two-and-a- 
half-year-old mind’s view, he had a ritual, and he knew just what each 
step was. And someone had the nerve to push the button outside of 
the elevator, disrupting his ritual and comfort zone. He recovered (just 
barely) from that, and then the worst possible thing happened. His 
mother pushed the next button. What did this feel like to him? Anger. 
He was intruded upon. “How dare you push the button that I need to 
push before going to school! I know my ritual and you just ruined it!” 
As odd as it may sound, that is how it feels to the two-and-a-half-year- 
old. 

What did we do? First, the teacher said to him, “You wanted to 
push that button so badly.” He got a bit quieter, then screamed, “I 
WANTED TO PUSH IT!” And then we insisted that the mother walk 
back down the hall and let him push the button. The mother thought 
we were overdoing it. “Won’t that just spoil him? He can’t always 
have his way,” she said. 

“No,” we insisted, “this is not spoiling,” and explained why her 
son felt so enraged over having a plan that he could not carry out, and 
why it was important that she step in and remedy the situation with 
him. In time, he will learn to be flexible, but now he needs what he 
needs, especially since it is part of separating. Situations of frustration 
and anger cannot always be redone. But in this particular case, it 
could be. She walked down the hall and let him push the button 
outside of the elevator. He proudly sauntered back in, feeling validated 
in his needs and ready to be part of the toddler group. 


e The Emotional Lives of Toddlers œ% 


The emotional life of the toddler is intense. Just as her behavior 
swings from one extreme to another, her inner (and outer) emotional 
life is just as extreme. Toddlers are in the throes not only of learning 
to express their feelings but of learning to understand them. Their 
little brains are busily trying to figure out the world outside them and 
the world inside them . . . and many times, nothing seems to make 
sense. Of course, as you are probably guessing by now, toddler 


emotions play a large role in how they behave. From a brain 
perspective, their brains are on overdrive trying to regulate and 
process all the incoming information—and this processing is a highly 
emotional activity. It’s no wonder that our toddlers are emotional 
creatures! 

Three-year-old Tammy requested a piece of toast. As her mother 
was preparing it, Tammy sat at the table and chatted away. She 
eagerly awaited her toast and told her mom that she wanted to wear 
the new shoes to play outside later. The mother asked, “Do you want 
butter?” No. “Jelly?” Yes. Strawberry. She asked all the right 
questions, knowing that children this age are very particular about 
what they want to eat. The mom took the toast, spread the jelly, cut 
the toast in half, and served it to Tammy on her favorite plate. Instead 
of a smile of satisfaction for getting what she requested, the child was 
apoplectic: “Nooooo, no, no! I DON’T WANT IT. You cut it. I want 
a big piece. Only a big piece.” And with that she shoved the plate 
nearly across the table, crying and upset. 

What happened? First a sweet child, chatting about the day, and a 
mother responding to her request for toast, no butter, only jelly, and 
strawberry jelly, to be exact. Next, in the blink of any eye, there is an 
out-of-control child responding as if her world has just come to an 
end (which in her mind it had). In this case, the child had an idea in 
her head, of a big square piece of toast, smothered with strawberry 
jelly. A big piece, a whole piece, is important to children this age. 
(They desire it all—and all means whole. Cut means broken. Broken is 
frightening.) Her expectations are clear to her, so they must be clear to 
everyone else, she thinks. She lives in this very moment with ideas of 
her own. She sees the toast, and to her great dismay, it is cut. 
HALVES? You’ve got to be kidding me! Now it is all broken! I need it 
whole. 

Toddlers have ideas, clear and particular ideas, at least to them. But 
they can get ambushed by their emotions of the moment, and when 
they are, breakdowns follow. 

As always, parents and close caregivers often get caught in the 
toddler’s emotional storm. Some of these storms are pleasant—when a 
child is filled with exuberance and joy, happy, delighted, surprised, or 


interested in you or something around them, there is nothing more 
engaging and uplifting, to the child and to you! It is these mutually 
satisfying and cooperative shared moments that provide building 
blocks for your relationship with your child. 

However, it’s when toddlers experience and then try to deal with 
more negative emotions that our interactions with them become 
tangled up. Emotional eruptions can happen fast (I am referring here 
to toddlers’ emotional eruptions, but you may feel that such eruptions 
happen quickly for you, as a parent of a toddler, too). Just like us, 
toddlers feel sad, frustrated, angry, and frightened. Just like us, they 
have complicated reactions to these negative emotions. Their 
inexperience and young, still-developing brains make handling these 
emotions ever more challenging, for them and for us. 

First they are flooded with negative emotions they do not yet have 
the ability to understand. In an instant, they react. Do I push the 
feeling away? Act on it in this moment? Is it all right to feel this way? 
Am I bad for feeling this? Should I hide or run out of the room? 
Should I laugh and laugh because this does not feel good and I don’t 
know what else to do? Should I put my head down and be silent and 
hope no one sees me? 


Toddler Mode 


These are some of the responses toddlers may have. As a parent, keep 
in mind that toddlers lack the brain-based skills of thoughtful 
planning to think about these questions, weigh solutions, and then 
choose the best possible way to act. Instead, they act, quickly and in 
the moment. In contrast, adults will remark, in response to something 
they did and later regret, “I just wasn’t thinking.” Consider this the 
toddler mode. Not because toddlers are uncaring and thoughtless 
beings (although it appears that way at times) but because they are 
still developing the ability to stop, think through a situation or feeling, 
and then carefully select a response. Neuroscience studies validate that 
this is actually as it should be: the brain structures for carefully 
thinking through situations and planning responses are in 


development, but quite raw still. The same is true for the brain areas 
that regulate emotions so they don’t overwhelm the child. Still raw. 

Toddlers, as we’ve been seeing, are not really thinking about you or 
anyone else in the midst of an intense emotional response. They can’t. 
They are completely absorbed in the feeling, in the intensity of the 
need that is driving or triggering the feeling, or even causing shame. 
For instance, when three-year-old Johnny realizes that he is missing 
the final piece to his puzzle, he bursts into tears. No amount of you 
telling him that it’s okay is going to quiet him down. He is upset 
because he’d been working ten minutes (a very long time indeed) on 
this puzzle and he looks forward every day to the repeated satisfaction 
and the feelings of accomplishment of putting in the final starlike piece 
in the center. It’s part of his daily routine. Where did it go? He is 
horrified, deeply frustrated, and so disappointed! 

Johnny’s disappointment and sense of loss are as real to him as if 
you had lost something dear and precious—a pet or a best friend. Loss 
is loss, and it triggers deep emotion. For parents, it’s often difficult to 
keep the context of our toddlers’ experience in mind. We don’t think 
of the loss of the puzzle piece as a big deal, or cutting a piece of toast 
in half as anything serious. Elmo is not on today? No big deal, it’ll be 
on tomorrow. But for our toddlers, these events are devastating. 
Again, when we shift our point of view, and continue to see—and even 
feel—the world through our young child’s eyes, then we may not be as 
quick to judge or shrug off their feelings. Seeing it their way gives us a 
different view that connects to their experience and brings them 
comfort so they can move on. For us as parents, this means less 
conflict and more harmony with our children. 

Here is another example. Four-year-old Madison, seated at her 
kitchen table, was leaning back in her chair, pushing as hard as she 
could, so that the front legs of the chair lifted off the ground. She felt 
empowered and big—“look how strong I am.” Glancing over from his 
position at the stove, her father quickly reacted, fearing she’d fall 
backward. “Madison!” he barked, “don’t do that!” Instantly, the 
chair returned to position, Madison’s head went down, shoulders 
hunched, and her breathing got heavy. “I just didn’t want you to get 
hurt,” her father calmly told her. “Madison? Are you upset? I was 


trying to help you not get hurt, honey.” No response, head remaining 
down and body held tight. As he got closer to her, she swung her arm 
at him in anger. A parent’s protective and instant response (surely 
preventing an accident in this case) can feel differently to the child. 
Madison was feeling strong and big, and suddenly she had a mixture 
of anger, sadness, and shame. Even with the best intentions, and to 
keep his child safe, the father’s actions led to a negative response and 
the need for repair. That can be the required solution for parent and 
child: to repair a broken moment and come back together. 

Clearly, all these parents had caring intentions and meant no harm. 
But if we understand the impact of our responses on our children, and 
if we understand why they may react as they do, then we are better 
equipped to help them learn about and manage their emotions, handle 
disappointment, tolerate negative feelings, and learn to experience 
them so they can move on. The alternative is for children to get stuck 
in these moments because they are so ashamed, or feel so badly, that 
they do not know how to move beyond this negative moment. If you 
cannot accept an emotion as being a part of you, then it is hard to let 
go of it. Children can become shut down with shame, or lash out in 
anger, stuck in the experience of the negative emotion. Negative 
emotions are confusing at this age (as they can be at most ages), and 
our toddlers need our help to handle them. 

However, I do want to be clear about something: I am not 
suggesting giving in all the time, nor am I suggesting that you avoid 
negative emotions. What I highlight here is that our role as parents is 
to help children become better able to understand and navigate 
negative emotions, over time. Experiencing anger, fear, and 
disappointment is a natural part of being human and a big part of the 
toddler years. But so is facing limits—their own or those that adults 
set. Do you want a child who can handle life’s setbacks, hurdles, and 
challenges? Do you want a child who can bounce back from the 
simple everyday stresses—when a friend won’t play, when he doesn’t 
get the seat he wanted at snack? Who can handle more complicated 
stressors at home without falling apart? One of the best ways parents 
can help toddlers build these lifelong skills is by helping young 


children navigate their negative emotions. In many ways, I see this as 
your number-one role. 

So how does a parent do this? Let’s take the examples above. For 
Johnny, whose expectations of completing the puzzle were shattered 
by a missing piece, even a little empathy can go a long way. By seeing 
the loss from his point of view, his parent can emphatize with him. 
“Oh, that is so frustrating. Where is that piece?! You really, really 
need that piece!” Empathy is what helps a child (and adult!) feel 
understood, which helps them settle down from the upset. At the same 
time, labeling their feelings is a necessary step toward helping them 
know over time what they are feeling. You could then try to look for 
the piece, or note that maybe you will find it later. Your recognizing 
his frustration and need for the piece helps him calm, regroup, and 
move forward. The arousal in the brain comes down (more on this 
below). 

In the case of Madison, the issue is in the repair, the makeup after 
the fight. The father had to keep her safe, and reacted out of sudden 
fright on his part. But she doesn’t know that. All she knows is that she 
was having fun and suddenly daddy yelled at her; she knows he got 
angry but she can’t understand why. She is left confused and upset, 
coming to the conclusion that, I must be bad for what I was doing. 
Daddy is so mad. 

Shame will flood her (see chapter 4 on the perils of shame). In 
situations like this where you overreact (even if you feel you had a 
right to be mad), go back and repair the situation by talking, in an 
age-appropriate way (clear, honest, and to the point; they don’t need a 
lecture!) with your child. Children are frightened by a parent’s anger 
no matter how justified the parent feels in having it. In the case of 
Madison, you might say, “I didn’t mean to scare you like that; it’s not 
your fault. I got so worried that you would get hurt, that I yelled. I’m 
sorry I yelled at you. I still love you, even though I yelled to stop.” 
Your apology allows your child to see that the people she loves and 
counts on get angry, but they are still there for her. It rids her of blame 
and takes away any shame caused by the incident. At the same time, it 
puts her on the path to knowing that negative feelings happen in 
loving relationships, and there are ways to reconnect, which is an 


important model for helping her accept her own mistakes and learn to 
apologize and make up with others as she gets older. But, be sure you 
are ready for the repair. Insincere apologies, or one that is actually 
asking your child not to be mad at you, will leave a child confused 
and upset. 

In both examples, the parental words and actions bring the parent 
and child back together. The repair and recognition of their experience 
help the child settle back down. And even if it takes your child a while 
to settle (some children’s reactions are more intense emotionally and 
will need more time to subside), you have shown him you are there to 
provide help and comfort, even in rough times. How relieved he feels 
to know this! 

When you see responses from the child’s point of view, it helps you 
understand and label what they are feeling, which helps your child feel 
understood, and in turn brings down his emotional arousal, even if 
you can’t change the situation or undo what happened. Again, it does 
not mean giving in to every demand or desire. It means seeing what 
they see, and connecting to their emotional reactions. 

Here is an illustration of how recognizing their desire works. A 
mother was driving to visit out-of-town relatives. Her two-year-old 
was in the backseat and requested apple juice. There was none, only 
water. As many of us can understand, the mother became tense, 
fearing a crying match with another hour to go in the car. She 
responded empathically, “Oh, you want apple juice? We don’t have it 
right now.” An escalating cry for AAAAPPLE JUICE!! To which the 
mother said, “I know you want it, you love apple juice. We’ll have it 
at Grandma’s. For now, there is water.” The mother kept her fingers 
crossed, hoping to avoid the tantrum. Her child fussed a bit, but 
quickly settled and reached for her sippy cup of water. Her desire was 
recognized even when it could not be satisfied. Remember that 
everyone—especially a toddler just getting to know herself—wants to 
be understood and recognized. A little bit of genuine empathy can go 
a long way. 

You may be wondering why something so simple can be so 
effective. As I watch toddlers, I see how often we, the adults, don’t 
really get what they are communicating, thinking, or desiring. So, in 


these instances of recognizing what they want or need (no matter how 
ridiculous that may seem from an adult point of view), they are 
overcome by a feeling of “Oh, Mommy [or Daddy]—you do get it. 
You do know what I want [or feel].” And this feeling of acceptance 
and being understood is very satisfying for all of us. 

It is also important to remember that emotional responses can be 
quiet and internal, as well as outward and explosive. Parents and 
caregivers talk mostly about tantrums (for obvious reasons) but can 
overlook the quieter, inward, but still intense responses. A behavior 
we see in toddlers in our program involves standing back and quietly 
observing other children before trying something new, such as 
climbing up on a large climber. One day, a little boy, who had been 
watching from afar for many weeks, slowly approached the climber 
steps, and the teacher could see he was about to climb. An exuberant 
child ran over from across the room and excitedly pushed this little 
boy aside as she quickly and agilely scaled up the steps and slid down 
the slide, with great self-assuredness. Our cautious toddler stood 
silently and did not move from his position, just beside the climber. 
The teacher noted, “I know you want to go up the slide. Next time, 
you can say, No! There is always room for you, too.” She put out her 
hand in a gesture that said he could still come forward. He quickly 
perked up and carefully climbed, taking his time. The recognition of 
his desire, ever so quiet, was important to help him move forward. 


What to Do: Validate Their Feelings 


A little empathy and recognition go a long way .. . and helps toddlers 
understand what they are feeling by labeling the emotion. Instead of 
simply directing them away from their feelings, take a moment to 
name it: 

“I see how badly you wanted that toy. That is so, so frustrating!” 

“That made you so mad.” 

“You seem to really miss Mommy.” 

“You really wanted to see Daddy tonight.” 


“I wish I could pick you up at school today; I know it makes you 
feel good.” 

“That scared you when the loud ambulance went by. It was really 
loud.” 

“I know it’s so hard to wait. Mommies [daddies, teachers] are so 
slow, it is hard to wait for them!” 


e What Are Emotions Anyway? e 


Emotions drive all of our behaviors. How one feels will tell you much 
about what they can and will do. Emotions underlie how we think, 
how we communicate, how we respond to the world around us, and 
how we make decisions. Emotions are a large part of why we do what 
we do. For toddlers, who are just beginning to get their sea legs, these 
emotions are new, raw, exciting, and often very confusing! Recall from 
chapter 1 that the part of the brain that handles emotions and allows 
us to regulate them is just starting to form in the toddler, a process 
that will take another twenty years to complete. To say that handling 
these emotions for children ages two to five is hard is a major 
understatement. 

As we’ve been discussing throughout the book, toddlers are driven 
by several core, elemental needs. And it is these core needs—the drive 
to separate, to figure out who they are, and at the same time the deep 
need to know they are not alone (meaning that you, the parent, is 
available for them)—that are intense and often clash. “I want you—I 
don’t want you.” “I want to do this myself—I want you to help me.” 
“Leave me alone—Wait! Don’t leave me.” These clashes have an 
emotional base. I think of it like a barometer. Your child is playing 
and has a feeling of I am okay on my own; I am content, but then has 
a moment of Where is Mommy? This arousing thought motivates her 
to look for you. She looks over, sees mommy close by (Phew! I am not 
totally alone), and the barometer comes back down; the child returns 
to play. But if in that moment she does not see you, the barometer will 
shoot up (heightened arousal) and she becomes upset and fearful 
(Where is my mommy’). Now the behaviors follow: she may cry, 


come looking for you, scream for you, or behave in some other way to 
meet her need for knowing where you are. Now, combine these drives 
and the clashes with a brain that is a work in progress, and it equals 
raw emotions without the capacity to handle them yet, on her own. 
Hence we come to the intensity, the mercurial nature, the 
unpredictability, and the downright frustrating and irrational 
behaviors of a toddler. I assure you that your sweet little son or 
daughter intends no harm. They are just trying to figure out life. 

In order to get their needs (which all have an emotional 
underpinning) met, toddlers try with their still-rudimentary ways to 
express themselves—sometimes in words, sometimes with their bodies, 
sometimes in their actions and behaviors. At times they successfully 
get across what they need; other times they are less than effectual. But 
before we get to how you as parents can best help your toddler move 
onto a path toward understanding and managing her emotional life, it 
might be helpful to take a step back and understand what emotions 
really are. During these years, you are their emotional bridge between 
the still-developing brains and limited experience in life, to the time 
when they can do more—and eventually most—of the emotion 
regulating for themselves. 

Emotions have been a topic of discussion for thousands of years in 
fields as diverse as philosophy, medicine, psychology, biology, and 
animal behavior. Aristotle and Plato had theories. Darwin had 
theories. Emotions are a hot topic and a key part of what makes us 
human. A basic understanding of what they are, and how they work 
inside (and outside) us, will help guide your understanding of your 
toddler. 

Emotion involves arousal and feelings and is tied to the central 
nervous system. At a basic level, emotions are triggered in response to 
something that happens in the environment, outside of the person, a 
stimulus. It can involve any of the senses, from seeing, to hearing, 
being touched, or tasting or smelling. When something occurs to or 
around a toddler, he or she reacts, in big ways or in small, sometimes 
unnoticeable ones. She might find the event stimulating in one way or 
another—either positive or negative. Daddy’s home? Hooray! My 
friend just touched my favorite stuffed bear? No way! Or, she may not 


react at all, at least not outwardly (don’t be fooled by what you 
cannot see going on inside, though). Children will automatically and 
immediately try to figure out if the stimulus that has occurred is good 
for them or bad for them, if they like it or not. For Johnny, the 
observation that the final prizelike puzzle piece was missing triggered 
an immediate, intuitive response: This is terrible! A different child, 
who had not been earnestly working on the same puzzle, in the same 
way and same order, for four days in a row, might have had a 
completely different reaction to the stimulus. Sophie could have 
observed a final piece was missing and simply walked away, either 
because she wasn’t bothered or in resignation. Different emotional 
states, same behavioral response. Why children respond in the ways 
they do has to do with each child’s inborn tendencies, experience, and 
relationship history. Ah—again, we see that no two children are ever 
alike! But understand that emotional arousal is the first response to an 
incident, which then combines with a child’s individual characteristics 
and history. 

Emotions often trigger (or are accompanied by) physiological 
reactions, another form of arousal. The flushed face of the excited 
child. The tears of the sad child. The rapid heartbeat of the scared 
child. The sweaty palms of the nervous child. The smile of the happy 
child. Just like us when we experience emotions, these body responses 
happen automatically during intense experiences of emotions and give 
us clues as to how children are feeling. 

Emotions cause arousal—first internally, then externally. This is the 
barometer going up. Behavioral arousal is another aspect of emotion. 
Specifically, it refers to the body’s response to the emotional situation. 
After a child assesses whether the situation is good or bad for her 
(often a quick and intuitive response at these ages), her body will 
react: it will become aroused in either a positive (engaged, interested, 
attentive, active), negative (feelings of stress, flight/fight), or neutral 
way (boredom, disinterest). When young children are working to 
manage their feelings, they are in part trying to calm down their 
arousal—to bring down their nervous systems, to return it to a state of 
less arousal. The barometer going back down. 


A person’s thinking and feeling are closely tied together and become 
a revolving cycle. Thinking and feeling go hand in hand in the brain, 
so which comes first is not easy to say. For example, when your three- 
year-old sees her grandma come in the door, she may feel happy. I love 
Grandma, I am happy to see her. She jumps up and down with a huge 
smile. But quickly another thought occurs: When Grandma comes in 
the morning, Mommy goes to work, and with that the child is flooded 
with sadness and anger and then, Mommy! Don’t go! Tears and 
screams follow. Thinking and feeling fuel each other, and at this stage 
the flood of emotion makes it difficult for the child to manage the 
feelings. Her only recourse? A meltdown. 

Recall how when our children are babies, we do the regulating for 
them. We pick them up when they are crying, we soothe them with 
hugs, kisses, close holds to the body. We sing to them, feed them, or 
rock them. We are trying to calm down their aroused nervous systems. 
And each time we calm them, it is a step toward them one day doing it 
for themselves. These interactions are encoded in the brain and help 
develop the emotional regulation structures. Toddlers are just 
beginning the long road of learning to handle this for themselves. But 
it takes time and will be punctuated with many fits and starts. And as 
you will see below, when they spend a lot of energy trying to manage 
intense arousal—positive or negative—their executive function (such 
as ability to focus or listen or to make a decision) is either enhanced or 
undermined. As you know, the hardest times are when it is 
undermined and your child falls apart in an emotional breakdown. At 
these moments the emotion arousal hijacks other parts of the brain, 
making it impossible for them to settle down. 

But emotions are never just one thing: they are a “chain of events” 
that involves the environment, a child’s appraisal of an event or 
situation (limited at these ages by their budding, but still new, verbal 
skills), the experience of the feeling associated with that appraisal, and 
then a behavioral or physiological response to that stimulus. This may 
sound too scientific an explanation; forgive me. I’m not asking that 
you dissect each of your child’s emotional reactions. But keep in mind 
that their emotions are complex and dynamic interactions with the 
world, with themselves, and with you. 


e Emotional Challenges e 


As we’ve seen, the main tasks of children from ages two to five are 
managing the intensity of both needing you (the pull back) and the 
movement away (the push forward) so that they can become healthy, 
well-adjusted individuals. This process of separation comes in many 
shapes and sizes, often hiding in otherwise innocuous moments. Have 
you ever been in a room with your child, who is content playing on 
her own and you get up to use the bathroom just a few steps away? 
And soon you hear a howl and scream as if she is being tortured? She 
has been left by you. Abandoned, as far as she is concerned. This is 
her struggle—she wants to be on her own but is afraid of being left 
alone. 

The child’s ongoing struggle with the balancing act of being on her 
own (I do it myself! or even Go away!) and needing reassurance of 
your secure presence (I just want to know you are there) happens 
within a child’s growing emotional development. At the same time 
that they begin to understand and express their feelings, they also are 
trying to manage them. Every piece of it is new. Toddlers are trying to 
express feelings, grab your attention so you can help them meet their 
needs, and learn how to monitor or resolve the feelings in a way that 
doesn’t overwhelm or distract them completely. At the same time, you, 
the parent, are trying to move them toward more socially acceptable 
behaviors. It is a lot to handle at this age. 

Let’s take a look at how negative emotions can be disruptive and 
challenging, since your child is starting to understand these emotions 
while lacking the full capabilities to handle them. Knowing this will 
better equip you as you help your toddler begin to manage his intense 
emotional responses. And at this age, emotions are just that: intense! 


Anger 


Kids get angry. More specifically, toddlers get angry. Such intense 
anger may have blindsided you. Many parents are shocked to discover 


that their little bundles of spoiled love, their angelic, happy darlings, 
do get angry. How could they when life is good and their parents are 
trying to meet their every need? You may be surprised to know that 
they should get angry; it is important that they are allowed to. And, in 
fact, it is not your job to cater to their every need. Tantrums, 
screaming, whining, aggressive behavior, throwing, hitting, biting, are 
all examples of angry behavior that can be tied to attempts to separate 
and stake out one’s own territory. Often the question I get goes 
something like “Do you think this anger is normal or is something 
wrong with my child? She gets burning red in the face, can hardly 
breathe, is out of her mind, totally out of control. That can’t be 
normal, is it?” In fact, it can be. As your child moves out in the world 
and discovers what it means to be her own person, she develops her 
own ideas and desires (frequently in conflict with her parents’ ideas 
and desires for her). She has her own will, and can be seen as 
“willful.” The anger comes as she discovers that she cannot do 
everything she desires to do, cannot have everything she desires at that 
exact moment, is limited by her own abilities and the limits that adults 
set, for safety or otherwise. Anger is her protest against what feel like 
personal injustices. I have a desire and you are denying me of it! Or I 
know what I want right now, I just can’t achieve it on my own. Or I 
have so many feelings and I don’t know what to do with them. How 
frustrated she feels at times. 

Three-year-old Lionel is finally tall enough to climb on the ledge 
and reach the water fountain at the playground by himself. He climbs 
up, pushes the button, and as he sips, he also puts his tongue on the 
spout. His mother gently reminds him, “remember the rule we follow: 
No licking the fountain. Keep your germs to yourself.” He listens— 
and goes back and does it again. She removes him and again reminds 
him of the rule, which seems perfectly rational from her point of view. 
But for him, he is denied the pleasure of what he can finally do for 
himself. What does he do? Cry, pout, and protest when she does not 
let him drink from the fountain. 

Four-year-old Zoe comes home from school to find her younger 
brother playing with her trains, which she has not touched in months. 
Before even saying hello, she is yelling, “You have to ask me first. 


Mommy, you always let him play with my things. That is mine!” She 
storms down the hall and slams her bedroom door. After a long day at 
school, Zoe feels jealous and upset that her mother has been with the 
younger sibling all day. 

The mother of two-year-old Lee has been away at a cousin’s 
wedding. She returns after the weekend and brings Lee a gift she is 
sure will make her happy. Lee greets her mother with open arms, 
excited to see her. But within a few minutes she starts whining and 
tries to hit her mother. Yes, she is happy to see her, but now she is 
expressing the anger over her mother going away. Nothing the mother 
does pleases Lee, not even the present. Eventually, Lee falls to the floor 
in full meltdown mode. 

Many parents think their role is to make children happy. Meet their 
needs and they will be happy. But think about it. Your child knows 
how to be happy. Give him a lollipop? Happy. Let her splash in a mud 
puddle? Happy. Play run and chase, over and over again? Happy. 
They don’t need us to make them happy. And even if you wanted to 
make them happy all the time, it would not be possible (and not good 
for them; more on that later). In fact, the exact opposite is true. Your 
most critical role as parent is to help your child through the negative 
feelings, disappointments, and life’s hurdles. Think about it this way: 
no one can be responsible for making another person happy all the 
time. But if you don’t help your child learn how to manage 
frustrations, anger, and setbacks when they are young, do you think 
they can magically do it later? Now is the time, in your loving care, 
that you can help them learn to handle negative feelings, in themselves 
and others, and set them up for success in life, learning, and 
relationships. 

Thinking about your main role as parent this way may surprise 
you, at least initially. But when you view it from your child’s side it 
starts to become more clear: your child has a right to his feelings, even 
when his reaction does not make sense to you. What does this mean? 
Don’t try to simply squelch the bad or negative feelings. Instead, try to 
find out what’s at the root of these feelings. It is easy for a young child 
to accept being happy. It is much harder to accept that they have bad 
feelings, too (If I have bad thoughts and feelings, am I a bad kid? Do 


Daddy and Mommy still love me even if I get mad at them? Even if I 
wish they went away?). Your role as parent is to help your child learn 
to handle these feelings and understand that even bad feelings are part 
of being a kid. It is a challenge for children, who are just beginning to 
understand who they are, to accept that sometimes they think, feel, 
and do good things, and at other times they think, feel, and do bad 
things. All of it is part of who we are, child or adult. If you help your 
child handle negative feelings, he or she is freed up to feel them, 
express them, accept them as part of life, and move on to happiness. It 
may sound simple, or even ironic, but the way to have a happy child is 
to help them handle the negative. Once you reflect back and label 
what your child seems to be feeling and why, he will learn gradually 
how to manage those feelings. 

A couple came to see me about their four-and-a-half-year-old. The 
issue? Their daughter was “using a bad tone” when addressing her 
parents or asking for something. I hear this frequently from parents, 
and parents don’t like it. Who would? It is like having a commander 
in the house bossing you around. It can be embarrassing, too. The 
couple reported that their child also whined often and threw tantrums 
when she did not get her way, or stormed away screaming, “I hate 
you!” Otherwise, they reported, she was kind and goodhearted, 
listened well in school, and had friends. I asked how they handled the 
bad tone and whining. They repeatedly told her that the way she was 
acting was “unacceptable and not nice.” They had tried time-outs 
(which did not work) and found that the behaviors were increasing. 
They could not figure out why she would “act so rude.” After all, they 
did not treat her this way, so where did she learn such behavior? I 
asked if she used this tone when she was angry. They thought for a 
moment, then agreed that was probably the case. They realized it 
mostly happened when a limit was set, such as “no TV or iPad right 
now.” Perhaps this was her way of showing anger, I noted, and when 
they responded with punishment (time-outs) or criticism (“that is not 
nice”), it made her even angrier because she felt she was not being 
heard. 

They were puzzled. I suggested that they shift their response. 
Rather than focusing on the tone and whining, they could instead 


label these moments as anger. “I understand you are really angry, that 
you don’t like this; but I can’t let you do that right now.” This shift 
lets the parents connect to what the child’s experience is while keeping 
a limit set. Within days, life was smoother and everyone was happier. 
They reported less whining, less angry tone, and their child (and 
parents!) moving on much faster from these confrontations. I am sure 
this four-and-a-half-year-old felt more understood. 


e Tantrums ®© 


Tantrums are a behavioral way of showing anger. Since children these 
ages have anger, especially as they come up against their own and 
outside limits, and are still learning how to understand these feelings, 
let alone manage them, you can be sure there will be tantrums. What 
else is a toddler to do at some moments? They lack the skills to talk 
you through their feelings calmly (Obh, Mommy, if you would kindly 
let me have one more piece of candy, then I will listen for the rest of 
the day, no need to worry). Especially if they are already upset, they 
do not have enough control of themselves or their emotions to walk 
away, give a cold shoulder, or figure out a new plan; they can’t even 
think through alternatives yet, due to still-burgeoning language and 
developing brain areas that help with planning and flexibility. 
Sometimes a tantrum is all they can do. 

Tantrums are expressions of kids being completely overwhelmed by 
a situation or feeling inside them—frustration or anger—and lacking 
the words to express their needs. Remember the earlier discussions of 
executive functions and skills? Tantrums are the perfect storm—the 
intersection of brain development and the “separation/becoming me” 
process. In the midst of the child trying to separate and still hold on to 
a secure base (you), their brains are experiencing many new emotions 
before they have the structures or skills in place to handle them. Their 
regulation of emotions is still in development, at the brain level and at 
the skill level. So, no, your child is not intentionally trying to drive 
you crazy, but I know it can feel that way. I’ve been there. Rather, 
children these ages are working on their language skills, trying to 


name and understand their many feelings, learning how to manage 
these different and intense feelings, all while learning strategies for 
getting through them. Strategies like distraction or coming up with 
alternatives don’t always work for them, but they will in time. Certain 
situations simply become too much. What happens at those times? 
Tantrums of many styles and sizes. 

Jacob had just turned three and his parents felt relieved. He was 
talking more, loved trains, and would play for extended times on his 
own; he seemed to have fewer meltdowns, and life was getting easier. 
One day his father picked him up from school. Jacob ran to his father 
with open arms and a big smile, so glad to see him. They left school 
and he climbed into his stroller—all by himself! His pride was evident. 
He quietly sat in his stroller, tired out from playing at school, as his 
father said good-bye to the teacher and a friend. Jacob grew 
impatient, first asking for water, then for pretzels, then for candy. His 
father told him to wait and grew a bit impatient while parting with his 
friend. Next thing his father knew, Jacob flung his sippy cup right in 
the father’s direction. His father got upset. “No! Jakey.” From Jacob’s 
point of view, he had been away from his dad and was happy to 
reunite; he was tired and ready to go, and had few resources left to 
wait. His father merely wanted two more minutes, but that was more 
than Jacob could bear. Now his father had yelled at him and Jacob 
began to scream. It escalated until he was thrashing, screaming, and 
banging his head back against the stroller seat. He was inconsolable. 
You can imagine his father’s embarrassment, in front of teachers and 
other parents. You can also probably feel Jacob’s frustration and need 
to leave, too. 

The most important message I can give you in these moments is 
stay calm, this too shall pass. They won’t tantrum forever (although it 
may be for longer than you’d like!). I say this after years of experience 
watching toddler tantrums and handling many in my own family. A 
child having a tantrum does not get better when the adult tantrums, 
too! At the point of the tantrum, your child has told you she is 
overwhelmed and over the edge. She cannot listen or be rational in the 
midst of it. Don’t make demands of your child, don’t try to cajole or 
negotiate, as she is too upset. Once they have hit the meltdown point, 


the best you can do is let them have the tantrum, and never laugh or 
shame them for it. This level of anger is actually frightening to them, 
too. They are literally beyond control themselves, their brains are 
overwhelmed, and they count on you to keep them safe. For some 
children, that means you sitting close by and waiting. Other children 
want or need to be held (some thrash a lot, so protect yourself). 

These outbursts of anger often come at a point when you, the 
parent, are also feeling over the edge a bit. My best advice is to use all 
your well-developed brain skills (the ones your toddler has not yet 
acquired) to stay calm, not engage in the battle, and know that they 
won’t tantrum forever. At the same time, this doesn’t mean leaving 
your child—either by walking away or threatening to leave him (even 
when you feel ready to!). In the midst of their overwhelming anger, the 
idea of being abandoned is terrifying (and that is what it feels like if 
you leave the room). They will get scared thinking that they have the 
power to actually push you away. You may have experienced this: 
Your toddler screams, “Go away!” or “I hate you!” and you walk 
away. They frantically come running after you, even more hysterical. 
As angry as they are, they really need you. That is the battle of 
needing to be separate and needing to know they are not alone, all at 
the same time. Life can be hard at two, three, four, or even five. 


e Handling Your Own Anger and Upset œ 


Sometimes as a parent, we can also get embroiled in the battle and 
become just as upset as our child. We want to explode. It is all 
understandable, especially if your child feels challenging on a day-to- 
day basis, or if your generally mild-mannered three-year-old erupts in 
meltdowns out of the blue. The problem is this: our young children 
need us to stay calm, reasonable, and in the adult role. Want your 
child to grow into a reasonable person over time? They learn it from 
us! So what can you do? Find ways to bring yourself down. For many 
years, I had a mantra that I used in my head. I’d take a deep breath, 
maybe a step back (without leaving the room), and say to myself, He’s 
just a little boy. He’s just a little boy. Pd repeat this inside over and 


over both to calm myself so I could help my child, and to see him as 
the struggling child he was in that moment. It is easy to forget how 
little they are, and how much they need us to be close and calm. 

There may be times when you can see your child’s anger starting to 
build before it has reached that point-of-no-return meltdown. In this 
case, try another strategy. You can help your child learn to label her 
own feelings, which is an important step in the process of learning to 
handle them, too: “You are so upset and mad that [he took your toy; 
you can’t have cookies; etc.].” “You really wanted Sam to come over 
and play today. That is disappointing!” Match their tone, so your 
response meets the emotion they are experiencing. It conveys that you 
get what they are experiencing. Being insincere in your response will 
not help, just as it would not if a friend or your spouse acted insincere 
in their empathy to your upset. Labeling gives your child a sense of 
being understood while at the same time it helps them understand 
what they are feeling. Remember the barometer analogy. Empathy 
addresses a barometer that has gone up and brings it back to baseline. 

A mother told me a story about her five-year-old. At a weekend- 
long family event, his younger sister was enamored by two older 
cousins. She spent most of the day with them, and ignored her brother. 
He kept telling the mother how mean these cousins were and how 
much he disliked them. He complained about many things that day. At 
dinner, when he could not sit where he wanted, he threw a fit (which 
was unlike him). This mother could not believe his behavior at age 
five, and began to think that maybe the cousins really were being that 
mean—until she realized what was going on. After dinner, she walked 
with him on the beach. “I bet that made you mad that your sister 
spent so much time with the big cousins,” she said to him. “She didn’t 
really want to be with you, like she does at home. That would’ve 
made me mad if I were you.” He smiled in agreement and quickly 
perked up. The mother had labeled his jealousy. Even at five, when 
tantrums are fewer, your child still needs help understanding his 
negative feelings. 

Children at this age don’t yet know how they feel in these moments 
of upset. Labeling the emotion—“That made you so sad.” “You were 
angry when he yelled no!”—helps them understand these tough 


emotions over time. Don’t ever shame your child for what she is 
feeling. As a parent, it can be frustrating to watch your child throw 
herself on the floor because you just ran out of her favorite cereal. 
And when she throws her spoon across the room to show the anger, 
this seems even more bizarre (and infuriating). But when you shift 
your perspective even a little, her response makes more sense. In your 
child’s head her most delicious cereal was about to be poured. And 
suddenly—bam!—that cereal was not available. She doesn’t have the 
ability right now, this early in the day at age three, to handle it. So she 
cries, and throws. Negative feelings are part of being a child, even if a 
behavior needs a limit. “I know you wanted that cereal. I understand 
you’re angry, but I won’t let you throw. You can stomp your feet and 
yell, Tm mad!’ ” Saying this validates how your child feels but also 
helps redirect the anger to a more socially acceptable and less harmful 
behavior. 

But sometimes as a parent, you feel stuck. You are out in public. 
Your child melts down. You brace yourself for the stares. The looks. 
The criticisms. What are you to do?! I recall being on a very open 
promenade in California when my then-two-year-old threw a huge 
tantrum. He was sprawled on the ground, unmovable and 
inconsolable, kicking and shrieking. All I could do was let him do it; I 
had failed at all attempts to ward it off. A man was approaching us on 
the walk, and I braced myself for some embarrassment or criticism 
from him about how bad my child was (or what a terrible parent I 
was). Instead, as this stranger got closer, he smiled and said, “This will 
pass. Mine were like this once and now they are adults. Enjoy these 
years all you can.” I was so relieved. And I remind you of the same: 
This too shall pass. They are small people trying to figure out the 
world. And sometimes, that is a tall order for them! 

If you are out of the house, try to move your child to a less busy 
place to help her calm down, regain composure, and feel safe. This is 
not punishment; rather, it is helping her manage the difficult emotions 
and accompanying behaviors. It may be hard to believe, but children 
don’t like feeling so out of control. It is scary. The most important 
part of the tantrum is the repair that follows. When your child has 
settled down, make sure to come back together and let her know you 


are still here for her—with a hug, a loving coming together. “You were 
so angry. I am here and I always love you. Even when you are 
screaming and upset.” It doesn’t feel good to have a screaming child, 
especially in a public place. It can be quite embarrassing. But the 
bottom line is, your child needs to know you are there for them. No 
matter what feelings get expressed. 

Negative feelings pop up or even erupt throughout a day, 
throughout our lives. Experiencing a range of emotions, from positive 
to negative, from mild to extreme, is part of what makes us human. 
For toddlers, these are new experiences and ones they don’t yet know 
how to handle. Such emotions emerge out of their desire to be 
separate but secure, to explore but hold on to the familiar. As they 
come up against limits and boundaries—there to help them develop 
and keep them safe as they battle their own still limited skills— 
emotional arousal is set off. With their brains developing rapidly, but 
not fast enough to set up the structures yet to fully help them manage 
all of these emotions, there are meltdowns and tantrums in response 
to frustration, anger, and disappointment. These are all natural bumps 
along the way to mastering the self-regulatory skills that are so 
important as they move through toddlerhood and into the elementary, 
middle school, and adolescent years. In fact, each time they get 
through a tantrum, and you are there for support, and they see that 
life is back to being okay, it helps set into place these important 
regulatory skills. 


Parenting POV 
Handling Anger 


If we cannot accept our own anger, bad thoughts, or negative 
feelings, then it is much harder to accept that our children 
experience these same thoughts and feelings, too. Were you 
supposed fo be the good child when you were growing up? 
Were you told that there was nothing to get upset about? Were 
you shamed for feeling badly? These experiences are in all of us 
and affect how we parent. Your child's most intense feelings will 


be directed at you (not at the babysitter or the schoolteacher). 
Why? Because children will show their true colors only to the 
one(s) they trust the very most—mommy or daddy. So be easy on 
yourselt, and try to understand that it's human to have negative 
and intense feelings; every child has them, every adult has them. 
That way, when your child expresses “| hate you!” you will be less 
likely to take it to heart, knowing that the feeling is fleeting, and 
the words actually mean “I am so angry right now!" 


Your role as a parent is to stick by their side and actively help them 
learn to manage these negative emotions so they can master self- 
regulation. Each time you model ways to cope and scaffold them as 
they struggle to stay on track (through routines, for instance), they 
will get a bit closer to being able to manage negative feelings on their 
own. But it takes time—a long time! Knowing how to handle the 
negative leads to happiness, persistence, and the ability to handle life’s 
challenges. This can be seen clearly when we try to help our toddlers 
manage transitions, those that occur daily and bigger, one-time 
transitions as well. In doing so, you will set your child on the road to 
handling these hurdles throughout life. 


chapter seven 


Cracking the Code on Transitions 


Helping Toddlers Manage Change 


Three-year-old Annabelle is preparing a delicious Play-Doh meal she 
has carefully created, plates laid out on the floor all in a row, cups at 
each place, with bright red Play-Doh for the meal. She is busy crafting 
Play-Doh pancakes, cupcakes, and hot dogs. It’s a lot of work! 

Her mother calls to her loudly, “Time to get ready for school!” 

As if not even hearing her mother, who is close by, Annabelle 
continues to prepare the fine meal. 

“Annabelle!” the mom calls again. Annabelle continues her very 
focused playing. 

Her mother comes into the room, now less upbeat. “C’mon, 
Annabelle, I said it’s time to get ready. Go get your shoes on.” 

Annabelle quickly gets upset and cries, “No! I am playing. Lunch is 
not done!” 

“But you love school. You’ll see your friends,” her mother reassures 
her. 

Annabelle doesn’t budge and the crying gets louder. Her mother 
sighs, thinking, It is always like this when we have to go to school. 

Transitions are part of life, in big and small ways, daily or 
seasonally, or one-time happenings. A transition can be as innocuous 
as getting out of the tub and into pajamas and as dramatic as leaving 
the comfort of home and going to school for the very first time (or 
even the thirtieth time!). Transitions are physical—as in leaving one 


place to go to another. Transitions are emotional—leaving a 
comfortable and known place and adjusting to one that feels new or 
different, with all the worries, wonders, and fears that entails. 
Transitions are in the imagination—leaving the known for the 
unknown. Transitions can embody daily activities—lunch to nap. 
They can involve growing up moments—crib to bed. Transitions also 
mean life shifts—becoming a big sibling. Transitions can involve 
encountering new or strange environments or people. And for 
toddlers, anything that feels new or different feels scary even when it 
also feels exciting. They lose the comfort and grounding of the here 
and now and what they know. 

Regardless of the size or frequency of transitions, transitions mean 
change. A transition is a move from the familiar-and-known (whatever 
I am doing now) to the new-or-unknown (even if I have done it 
before, it is new for this moment). Every transition involves ending the 
now whether you want to or not, and shifting focus to a beginning of 
something else. I think of the space between the ending and the new 
beginning as the great divide, the threshold that has to be crossed. 
That divide is the transition—one foot still in the old and trying to 
end, the other foot moving into the new. Sounds unstable? It is. The 
foundation gets wobbly and uncertain at times of change. And that is 
exactly the problem for the young child. None of us likes change, 
really. For the young child it is particularly problematic—they are all 
about sameness and transitions counter that head on. Think of a 
transition as a good-bye, a leaving behind of something—whether that 
is your pajamas when getting dressed or a favorite activity when it is 
dinnertime—or a hello and coming together with something on the 
other side—putting on clothes for the day, sitting at the table instead 
of playing. Transitions are change and require adaptation. Adaptation 
requires managing emotions. 

The key to understanding how to help our little people to move 
through and manage any change of circumstances is again to think of 
the world from their point of view: they are stuck and bound to the 
present. Like us, they don’t revel in change—it feels like being pulled 
in an opposite direction. Just as they are seeking independence, 
transitions force them to move on to something else, not usually by 


their own choice. And probably most important, they are not entirely 
secure in themselves yet. They still need us, precisely because they are 
not ready for full independence. And transitions tend to remind 
toddlers of this tightrope they are on. 

What does this boil down to? Transitions are very charged for this 
age group. Lacking a sense of time, young children also lack a sense of 
sequence. They can’t plan for what comes next. Living in the moment 
means that what they are doing right now is all they can think of, 
which is why moving on to the next thing is often difficult. 

So it is no surprise that toddlers find transitions a challenge, and by 
default, parents do, too! The child who reads the same book every 
night before bed—twice!—and who insists on the same colored cup 
every morning for juice, who lines up her stuffed animals in the exact 
same order each morning at wake up, is not going to welcome change. 
Indeed, transitions stir up emotions: frustration and anger, confusion, 
anxiety, fear. It is these emotions that spark the challenging behaviors 
associated with transitions (tantrums, stubborn refusals, going limp, 
not hearing). 

So how do we help our toddlers manage these tumultuous turning 
points? At the heart of any transition is helping a child switch his or 
her attention, to give up something currently known and focus on 
something else or new. 

Let’s go back to Annabelle. Does she really love school? And if so, 
then what is the protest about when her mother says to get ready for 
it? She does enjoy school and her friends. But there is a lot that has to 
happen for her to move from the current (playing at home) across that 
great divide to the next step (getting ready for school). Without 
framing her day based on a clock, suddenly she must shift her 
attention from the joyous Play-Doh meal she is preparing into a 
“going to school” mode. This involves stopping her play and letting 
go of what her attention is focused on. Then her focus must switch to 
something new—getting ready for school. Next she has to engage in 
this new activity—getting her shoes, her backpack. All in the midst of 
an emotional moment, for she knows she will be saying good-bye for 
the day. That is a lot to think about and a lot for the brain to do! 
Planning, flexibility, management, and organization are required. 


Remember the discussions of brain development and executive 
function in chapter 2? These self-regulatory skills that help people 
through change are not well set for toddlers. That includes the 
flexibility to shift attention, plan next steps, manage emotions, and 
sequence (first socks, then shoes, then backpack). No wonder 
transitions cause so many problems. That is another reason why it’s so 
important that we adults help toddlers with their transitions. If we 
think of these turning points as moments or opportunities for practice 
—when toddlers are trying on the habit of being independent—we can 
guide them more easily without as much hassle and fuss, for both 
parents and their kids. 

Take Bryce, who at two and a half does not like transition times at 
school. They upset him. He cries when the toys are put away, or 
throws anything he can grab when the group gathers to go outside. 
But when Bryce eventually figures out that snack time always follows 
cleanup, he runs to the snack table on his own. No tears. He is the 
first to sit down and smiles proudly that he can do it himself. He feels 
in control and that is calming. After he has repeated the routine for 
going outside enough times over several weeks, he understands that 
gathering in the circle always leads to going outside, and the teachers 
stay with them. He is calmer. He eagerly gathers with the children and 
no longer throws. Mastering change is a major part of growing up. It 
takes a lot of repeated practice. 

Everyday transitions help children become more flexible. But it 
takes time. For some children, more adult guidance and reminders are 
needed, and it can take longer to master. Flexibility is what allows 
children to handle the unpredictable nature of life—their best friend 
not at school today, the puzzle piece missing, a favorite shirt is too 
dirty to wear, it’s raining so plans have been changed. A combination 
of experience, adult guidance, and brain development helps them 
become more independent in negotiating transitions. And the 
ordinary, daily transitions set them up to deal with the bigger life 
transitions—new baby, moving, going to a new school, loss. Day-to- 
day transitions are small stressors that provide practice and strengthen 
them to handle life’s bigger ones. 


Transitions from A to Z 


We may not realize how many transitions a child has to handle. 
Here are some regular transitions that occur in children’s lives— 
sometimes on a daily basis, sometimes in a more special or 
extreme time: 


e Waking up, from sleep to awake 

e Getting dressed, from pajamas to clothes 

e Stopping playing to come to a meal 

e leaving home for school 

e Breaking the routine of the week on weekends 

e Turning off iPad or TV to move to another activity 

e Going to bed for a nap or at night 

e Giving up bottles or pacifier 

e Going trom diapers to underwear 

e Coming home from school 

e Saying good-bye to mom or dad when they leave for work 
e Starting a new school or new class at school 

e Moving to a new home 

e Arrival of a new sibling in the family 

e A visit for the week from grandparents or favorite relative 
e A new babysitter 

e Mommy or daddy coming home at the end of the day 

e Vacations 

e Getting a new pet 

e The death of someone connected to the child 


e Transitions: Getting from Here to There œ 


Think about all the transitions children face each day—asleep to 
awake, playing to the breakfast table, the breakfast table to getting 
dressed, playing on the floor to out the door into a car or stroller, 


home to school or home to playground, school back to home, out of 
the bath and mom’s kiss good night to bed on their own. There are 
less frequent but larger transitions—a move from crib to bed, diapers 
to underwear, sleeping without the pacifier; a change or break in the 
daily routine; the birth of a new sibling; going to a new school; end of 
school to the summer. Many moments that may seem innocuous or 
exciting to us can be experienced by this age group as very 
challenging, confusing, frightening, or overwhelming. 

Transitions are about leaving the comfort and safe feelings of the 
known, whether the known is home or this moment. If Jimmy is 
putting together his Lego house right now and daddy asks him to put 
away his toys and come eat lunch, he is going to feel put upon by that 
request—like that request makes no sense at all! Leave his toys for 
food? What? You say lunchtime? But wait! I am not done playing. 
Now it is unsteady ground. A lot of switching modes, attention, 
feelings, and actions has to take place. 


Parenting POV 
Transitions Are Hard 


Most of us don’t like change, and transitions are change. Think of 
the Sunday night blues as we leave the calm, relaxed comfort of 
the weekend to the beginning of the workweek. Or the return from 
vacation back to regular lite. VWhen | lett my apartment in labor 
with my first child to go to the hospital, | hesitated at the door 
before leaving. | looked back into the apartment thinking, 
Something big is about to change. | don’t know what it will be 
like when | return, but it will be different. | didn't know how, | just 
knew an enormous change was about to occur. lt is that 
excitement, trepidation, and fear all wrapped in one that 
transitions embody. 

Rites of passage throughout lite are transitions. Graduations are 
ceremonies that mark the completion and end of a specitic level of 
education and moving on fo the next, or out to the work world. 


They are times of celebration and of nervousness. | watch my 
college students approach their graduation with excitement, 
dreams, and fears as they embark on their next steps. Think about 
your own transitions and it can help you understand why even 
seemingly harmless ones are trying to your child. Recall a job 
promotion that you had been hoping to get. You were likely 
honored and thrilled to receive it but unsure of the new 
responsibilities and expectations you faced. Transitions raise a 
range of feelings, both positive and negative. 


For children, even small transitions can bring up big emotions. As 
parents, we need to remind ourselves that some of these transitions are 
also sad for us. We think we celebrate all of our children’s 
accomplishments on their road to maturity. But at the same time, we 
can acknowledge our own mixed feelings about our babies growing 
up. Even when we are happy about the change, we may feel stress or 
even anxiety around our own transitions as well as those our toddlers 
are experiencing. Happiness to have them out of a crib could also 
mean sadness at missing that little baby. You may be waiting and 
waiting for the diapers to come off, yet when they do, you can miss 
the baby who wore them. Happy to send them off to school, the one 
you carefully selected, sad that they are growing up. This is why there 
are so many tears at kindergarten graduations. 

Every step forward for our children, all the ones we celebrate, also 
means letting go of the baby. Bed, bottles, pacifiers, schools, their own 
ideas, riding a bike, losing a tooth, are all developmental steps 
forward. There are two sides to all transitions. We need to recognize 
any feelings we have about missing the more dependent baby of 
yesterday. “I get so sad when she doesn’t need me as much,” one 
mother said after her child stopped crying at separation. Recognize the 
sadness of losing the little-baby side, even as you relish the growing 
up. It will help you enjoy your child’s achievements and also remind 
you that they are still so little. 


e Why Toddlers Have Trouble with Transitions e 


Let’s take a close look at why transitions are so thorny for toddlers. 
As you may recall, during this period of children’s lives tremendous 
growth is going on in all ways—emotionally, physically, socially, and 
intellectually. One thing toddlers are struggling to achieve at this time 
is a sense of agency. Agency is that feeling that comes when children 
feel they have some control and can make an impact on their 
surroundings, to make the outcomes they desire happen. It is a great 
feeling to be able to make choices of their own (I can choose what I 
want) and having agency feels powerful. It can be as simple as 
pounding a hammer on a peg and seeing it go to the other side of the 
wood bench—“I did that!” Or struggling with a train track until the 
two pieces fit together. Agency is a positive outcome of becoming 
independent. The child feels they can handle themselves, can make 
choices and take chances. And this is a central piece of learning, 
feeling sure enough to try things because the child feels she can make 
something happen. 

But when life feels out of their control, that they don’t have an 
impact, it can be upsetting or scary. And that is what transitions feel 
like: moments that are thrust upon them. For toddlers, the unknown 
and feeling out of control cuts to their core and lays bare a strong 
vulnerability. And when they feel vulnerable, they react. They may get 
aggressive and angry, or quiet and sullen. We need to think of 
transitions as adjustments they are having trouble making, a time 
when they do not feel in control. During transitions, they lack the 
agency and sense of independence they are working so hard to 
acquire. They need our support in recognizing and getting through 
transitions. The story of Tyler shows how this process can unfold. 

Tyler was born in New York to parents who were from Colombia. 
The only home he knew was New York. But when he was four, they 
moved back to Colombia. They prepared him for saying good-bye to 
his home, school, friends, and neighborhood. They made a photo 
book together and had a good-bye party. He was excited to go see his 
cousins and grandparents in Colombia. At first it was a honeymoon. 


He loved his new home and neighborhood, especially with his 
grandparents close by. He had a backyard and new friends. He loved 
his new bed. He looked forward to starting a new school. It was 
summer when they arrived, and school was out, but he asked to visit 
the school. His mother took him to visit, but there were no children 
yet, so all Tyler visited were the building and playground. He ran 
around, and his mom thought he looked very happy. 

The only hint she had that all was not as it appeared was a passing 
comment by Tyler: “I want my old school back.” At times, he asked 
when he could go back to his old school. Yet he still spoke excitedly 
about starting the new school. 

A few weeks later, Tyler and his family went to an orientation party 
at the school. Again Tyler had a great time, played with new kids, and 
seemed at ease in his new environment. He was excited for the new 
school. His mother was relieved. 

The very next day, however, he woke up early and announced to his 
mother, “I don’t like this school! I want my old school back! Where 
are my friends?!” 

What had been excitement was now upset. Tyler had handled many 
transitions in the move to a new country and home. A new school was 
just too much and the reality of his old friends not being there had 
sunk in. Soon the first day of school arrived. Tyler was apprehensive 
and quickly started crying when it was time to leave home. Again he 
said, “I don’t like this school.” 

Despite the familiarity of his surroundings and family and relatives 
who knew and loved him, Tyler was still adjusting. His mother felt 
settled in after three months, but he did not. Any move to a new 
school is a big change. When he was first told about a new school in 
Colombia, Tyler likely pictured his old school, old friends, and old 
teachers. That was what he knew. That is the picture he would know. 
But upon actually seeing the school, the children, classroom, and 
teachers, he suddenly realized, Wait! This is not my old school! This 
does not feel familiar! Where did everyone and everything go?! He 
was upset! 

So no matter how nice the parents tried to bill it, he felt unsettled 
with the newness. They knew it was a good school and they figured 


he’d adjust over time. But for him at age four, it was a different story. 
This was a huge transition, and with transitions come loss of whatever 
came before—whether it was two minutes ago, or in a bigger 
transition like a move. 

His mother scheduled an appointment and called me quite upset, 
wondering what to do. “When he is home in Colombia, he sits for 
long periods and looks out the window. He stares out at buildings in 
the distance and calmly and dreamily says, ‘I see Manhattan. See my 
babysitter? She is over there. I can see my real school.’ ” 

When his mom shared this with me, it was clear to me what was 
happening. I explained that Tyler missed his old home, he had to 
grieve the loss, the good-bye. Transitions are a process and she could 
help him handle the feelings of loss and sadness that go with it. Then 
he could be happier about where he is. But the loss had to be 
recognized. 

She began to talk to him about missing his old home and school 
and friends. He listened and began to ask questions. Sometimes he 
cried and pleaded to go back to his old school. As he tried to make 
sense of his new home, he began to ask questions: “Is the sky here the 
same sky we had in Manhattan? Do we have the same sky? Is it the 
same moon that we used to have?” He was trying to figure out his 
place and where he was in the midst of a big change. 

He also needed to know that his old city and home still existed, 
that it was just far away. That is hard for children this age to 
comprehend. 

Every year when our toddler program ends, we have to remind the 
children that the school will still be here; it is just closed for the 
summer, even when they go to a new school. When they come to visit 
in the fall or winter, they are truly relieved to see that it still exists. 
Tyler was expressing this same kind of loss and confusion. 

Each day he started to settle a little more into school. Then one day 
he asked his mother if they could visit New York again. She assured 
him they would. He wanted to go immediately, today, right now. (He 
cannot understand the distance.) Her insistence that they could not go 
right away made him mad: “It is not far away! I can wake up there.” 
She realized something that she had not thought about. When they left 


New York to move to Colombia, it was at night. Tyler was in his pj’s. 
They got on the plane, he snuggled in and went to sleep. When he 
woke up, they were landing. From his point of view, the distance from 
New York to Colombia was not far. Imagine all of his confusion with 
this huge transition. 

At four years old, Tyler cannot fill in the blanks of his situation the 
way we do as adults. He counts on the adults to provide him with a 
cohesive narrative about where he used to live and where he lives now 
so that he can understand more about what happened to him. This 
narrative provides stability and comfort through the transition and 
helps regulate the emotions the child feels. This is true whether the 
move is to a new school or new home or is about giving up bottles. 
For Tyler, the narrative is a story about how he got there—on a long, 
long plane ride, arriving at night. About the good-bye to New York 
and the new home in a new country. Tyler also needs to be told (likely 
again and again!) why they moved to Colombia; otherwise he feels 
like he did something wrong and this is punishment: “We moved 
because Daddy has a new job” and “Our family is here.” It’s also 
important to articulate to Tyler that his new home is far away, but 
New York is still there—it didn’t disappear just because Tyler no 
longer lives there. His old school and friends are still there, and it is 
not his fault his family had to move to a new place. All of this is very 
confusing to a child. By telling the story that fills in the holes for him, 
and letting him know that there is a reason they moved and that this is 
not his fault, it frees him of the worry that he was bad and must be 
responsible for this change. 

Perhaps the most crucial advice for Tyler’s mother was to allow him 
to feel the sadness and anger of what he missed in order for him to 
move on. As we discussed in the last chapter, these negative emotions 
are important for children—they need to understand that it’s okay to 
feel sadness, anger, longing. They need our permission and our 
support. I often hear this when parents move, especially a move out of 
their hometown to somewhere far away. Parents want to emphasize all 
the positives (and there can be many) but that overlooks the child’s 
sadness, anger, and worry about moving and what they miss. And I 
suspect parents have these mixed feelings, too. 


What to Do: Managing Transitions from Small to Big 


Transitions mean giving up comfort. Transitions require adjustments. 
Even when the transition is good or exciting (a new dog, a birthday 
party), it is still new. Even if your child does something every day, 
what comes next is a change from what your child is doing right now. 
Any change to the current state of affairs is fraught with excitement 
and worry wrapped into one. Think of the daily transitions, the 
moments that move your child through most days (getting dressed, 
meals, leaving home, bedtime) as mini-moments of separation. Each 
one is a good-bye or separation from what they are doing. Bathtime is 
good-bye to play time. Breakfast is good-bye to snuggling with daddy. 
School is good-bye to home. 

This is where routines come in. Routines put us on a necessary 
autopilot because the routine itself is comforting and familiar. They 
help your child feel in control and know what to expect. The 
circumstances may change, but the routine is steady. The child who 
dawdles each morning is showing her ambivalence about leaving the 
house. A common complaint from parents is the difficulty their child 
has getting dressed in the morning, even if it is an hour before leaving 
for school. 

“She has not even had breakfast, we have another hour at home, 
but if I ask her to get dressed or even take out her clothes, she falls 
apart,” one mother reported. 

From the child’s point of view, getting dressed means the start of 
separation. It may be an hour away, but dressed means they will 
eventually leave. Anything that gets them closer to good-bye is a 
transition at this age. It’s hard for her to leave the comfort of home 
and mommy for wherever she is going. She may love school once she 
gets there, but that doesn’t override her discomfort in leaving. She may 
dawdle over breakfast or finding her shoes. She may resist turning off 
the TV. She may need that extra one, two, or three hugs as she leaves 
you to enter the classroom. 

Anything you do every day—from getting dressed to brushing 
teeth, to leaving home to eating meals—will be smoother if you have a 


routine to carry them through the transition. Many preschools sing 
songs at cleanup time. Why? Because that is their ritual—they sing this 
song and children know that means cleanup. At our school, as the 
toys are put away, the children run to the snack table. They might still 
want to play, but the routine ushers them over to snack. They have 
learned from repetition and practice that when the toys are put away, 
it is snack time. 


e Moving toa New House œ 


Moving to a new home is a big change for toddlers. While you may be 
excited and know why you are going and where, your child does not. 
Some children handle these changes better than others, but for all 
children it is a major transition. For toddlers it means leaving the only 
home they’ve known. That can feel like a shock to the system. Home 
is comfort and security. Don’t plan to make other big changes (giving 
up bottles or crib, toilet training) during a move to a new home, even 
if it is only around the corner. Children do best with one change at a 
time. 


What Can You Do to Prepare Them? 


Close to the moving date, but not too far in advance, explain to them 
that you will be moving to a new house. Their lack of time sense 
means you shouldn’t tell them far ahead of time. It causes unnecessary 
anxiety for your child. Have conversations with other adults about 
moving away from their presence prior to this time. When telling them 
about the move, the most important piece to emphasize is that 
mommy, daddy, siblings—the whole family (and pets!)—will be 
together. Explain that all their toys, their books, their bed, everything 
will come to the new home. Children worry about what will happen 
to their possessions and need reassurance that the move includes all 
these items. Describe the new place and tell them about their new 


bedroom. If your child is old enough, he can pick out something for 
his room—new sheets, a pillow, a room color. 

If you can, take them to see the new neighborhood and point out 
the house. Go to a local park or shopping area to help acquaint them. 
But remember that every transition includes a loss, and children need 
help with that part. They are giving up home, which is the known and 
familiar. To help handle this change, make a good-bye book of their 
current home with photos of their room, the house or apartment, and 
places in the neighborhood that have meaning to them (favorite 
playground, doormen, local grocery store). Include your child in the 
moving process so they feel part of it. On moving day (or a day 
before), let them have one moving box to put toys in. This way she 
feels assured the toys are coming. Also give her a backpack to put her 
most special items in (let her choose; you’d be surprised what goes in 
there!). Then she can carry the backpack and feel assured that she has 
her special belongings. 

Parents are naturally inclined to talk up the good parts of a move, 
hoping their child will love it. I think it is a way to convince 
themselves of the move as well. But it is equally important to 
recognize what is missed, the loss. 

A couple contacted me after they moved out of state. They felt 
guilty about pulling their five-year-old daughter out of her school mid- 
year for the sudden move due to a job change. So they planned a trip 
to Disneyland first, before settling into the new home. “We thought 
that way she would be happy. She would equate Disneyland with the 
new home.” She loved Disneyland but she did not love her new home. 
She was angry at her parents, and they could do no right. She cried 
about missing school. She complained about the (much-improved) 
weather. She fretted the grocery store was “not like our real one at our 
old house!” 

I pointed out to the parents that she was missing her old home and 
life. I asked how they were feeling three months into the move. They 
both admitted how much they missed their friends, old house, and 
neighborhood. Soon after, they visited their former city and friends. 
They took their daughter to visit her former school. There she told her 
friends about her new house, her new school, and how cool the 


garden at her new school was. She was excited to see everyone and 
proud to share her new experiences. Coming back, she was much 
more settled. And so were the parents. We have to mourn, and let our 
children mourn, the loss of the old so we can connect to the new 
place. Sadness and loss are part of the transition. 

The general way to handle the emotions associated with a move is 
this: once you are settled in to the new place, give your child space to 
be sad or angry and miss his old home (even if he loves his new one!). 
As the examples in this chapter show, letting go and missing the old is 
a necessary step toward coming together and embracing the new. Loss 
has to be recognized. For some children (and adults), the process takes 
time. Your child may focus on one seemingly small point to express 
their emotions about moving. 

Four-year-old Laura cried each night when she went to sleep in her 
new house. “I miss the blue light outside my window. I can’t sleep 
without it.” Laura used to look at a blue light on the apartment 
building next door through her bedroom window. She thought of it as 
a night-light. Her parents talked to her about it, about how much she 
missed that light, and that sleeping in a new house felt funny. They 
gave her a narrative about their old house and bedroom and the new. 
They recognized her feelings of excitement but also sadness and worry. 
And then, one night, Laura unexpectedly announced, “I love my new 
bed. I like the purple sheets. And I don’t like that blue light anyhow!” 
It takes time to adjust. 


e New Baby eœ 


The addition of a new sibling is big. It is exciting for the parents, but 
worrisome, too. It can also disrupt a child’s sense of safety and 
security and the world as they know it. A new sibling is an upheaval 
for them. 

One toddler, when told that his mother was going to have a baby 
soon, pondered this news. He then asked, “Who will be the baby’s 
mommy?” When told that his mommy would be, but he would always 
be her first baby and her only Liam, he stopped. He listened. Later, 


after his nap that day, he awoke with this pointed question: “Who 
decided you would be the baby’s mommy?!” 

Can you imagine sharing the one or two most important people in 
the world with someone else? Probably not. Becoming a big brother or 
sister brings up plenty of mixed feelings. Of course there is a lot of 
excitement. But children cannot be sure what it is all about. Will you 
still be my mommy? My daddy? Will you still love me? What is really 
inside mommy’s belly? I think we, as parents, have a parallel set of 
mixed feelings, too. Letting go of the current family to welcome a new 
baby is also a change. 

For your toddler, this trajectory of feelings is all extremely abstract. 
Your child goes from being your one and only (or if more than one 
child, maybe your toddler is the youngest, your baby right now) to 
being a big sibling, to sharing parents, to having a crying baby in the 
house. Imagine how confusing it is to your child. And the anticipation 
is usually the hardest part (for the parents, too!). That is why I stress 
that you wait and tell them as late in pregnancy as possible. Time is a 
concept they do not grasp. And the greater the lead time, the more 
anxiety that can set in. 

Jade’s parents could not wait to tell her about the new baby 
coming. As much as I encouraged them to wait until it was closer, they 
were sure she needed to know now. She was nearly four when her 
parents told her the news that in three months she would be a big 
sister. “I don’t want to be a big sister,” Jade responded. “I just want to 
be Jade.” They reassured her that she would still be Jade, their biggest 
girl. But she would have none of it. “I am baby Jade now. We don’t 
need more babies!” At other times, she announced what was hers and 
what she would not share. “Guess we will have to get another play 
room for that baby. This is my play room.” She vacillated between 
being the big girl she liked to be and being a baby. She would lie on 
the floor, pretend to cry, and say, “I am the baby. Pick me up.” One 
day she announced, “I am a very special baby. Very special. No new 
babies needed here.” 

Each morning when she awoke, she excitedly asked the same thing: 
“Is the new baby coming today?!” Of course, they had a long time to 
wait. For three months, the same question came nearly every day. And 


disappointment and anger followed when the answer was no. They 
came to see me because the day-to-day questioning of when the baby 
would come led to meltdowns, anger, and defiance. I suggested that 
they talk as little about the baby as possible, and tell Jade that the 
baby was not coming for a long, long time. Give her a focal point. 
When I was pregnant with my third baby, I told the older two that the 
baby would come after springtime started, when we had flowers and 
leaves on trees. Toddlers need a concrete frame—when winter starts 
and it is cold outside, after we have Christmas, after your school ends. 

Often toddlers regress and show babyish behaviors as they 
anticipate the new baby coming (and after the arrival): whining, quick 
to cry, wanting to be held more, to play baby, and be rocked (even at 
four and five!). Indulge these needs for comfort and remind them, 
“You will always be my baby. Even when this tiny little new baby is 
here. You are always my baby, and we are always your mommy and 
daddy.” 

Once the baby is here, toddlers, even up to age five, will have lots 
of ambiguous feelings toward a new sibling—love/hate, aggression 
toward baby and mommy. I don’t mean to say they won’t love their 
sibling—it is truly a gift you are giving them. And when they show 
their love, it can be poignant and immense. But don’t overlook that 
they also feel confused and misplaced. They are now sharing mommy 
and daddy, and jealousy is a natural feeling. Someone else is sharing in 
the attention they crave for themselves. Therefore they need continual 
reassurance that mommy and daddy still love them, will take care of 
them, and never lose sight of them in their hearts—no matter how 
many other siblings may join the family, and no matter what they are 
thinking or feeling about the new addition. 


Preparing for the New Baby 


A few weeks before the due date, but not too far ahead, explain to 
your child that soon the baby will be ready to come out. The key is to 
give them the basic plan so they have an idea of what will happen, but 
without too much detail. With all the excitement over a new baby, 


there is still one thing that matters most: their own well-being. So the 
main thing they want to know is that they will be cared for and okay 
and that you will still be their mommy and daddy. Too much 
information is overwhelming. Explain in clear and simple language 
that just like you did when he was born, mommy and daddy will go to 
the hospital and the doctor (or midwife) will help the baby come out. 
And then soon daddy and mommy will bring your new baby home. 
We will all be a family. Let him know who will stay when you go to 
the hospital, and assure your child that you will be back. 

At our school we recommend that parents place a photo of the 
older child(ren) in the baby’s bassinet. When your child visits at the 
hospital (and it is fine if you are not feeling up to it, they do not have 
to visit), their new brother or sister will be in the bassinet with the 
photo taped to the side. When my first child came to visit (he was 
twenty-three months), I showed him the photo in the bassinet and 
said, “Your new brother was looking at you. He wants to meet you.” 
Make it all about your toddler, as if the baby were here only for them. 
For weeks at home, I’d say to my two-year-old, “Look! The baby is 
looking for you. He is smiling at you. He wants to know where his 
brother is,” and so on. The baby was here in the service of his big 
brother and that made his brother feel part of it and important. Many 
parents have a gift from the new baby ready to give to the older 
sibling. My son had the stuffed monkey on his bed for years and 
called it his “Baby Monkey” because the baby gave it to him at the 
hospital. 


What to Expect When the Baby Is Home 


Yes, a new baby in the family is exciting. But from your child’s point 
of view, it is not all it is cracked up to be. People may be saying, “Isn’t 
it great that you are a big sister now? Your baby is so wonderful.” 
And she may be thinking, What’s so great about it? Doesn't feel fun to 
me. Mommy is with baby. Baby cries a lot. Everyone is tired. Baby 
does not play. Not fun! So, expect your child to behaviorally express 
how she likely feels inside. That can be acting out, tantrums, or most 


likely regression at some point. If she was toilet trained, she may be 
back to diapers or may have more accidents. Your child may wake up 
at night, even if she had not before. He may want to get in the baby’s 
crib, play with the infant toys, or be rocked like a baby. He may 
become more possessive of his toys than he was in the past, grabbing 
and hoarding. “That’s mine!” I often see children at the Toddler 
Center taking lots of crackers at snack time, as many as their hands 
can hold against their bodies, when there is an infant at home. Why? 
They feel intruded upon by the new family member and feel a strong 
desire to get everything they need. This passes in time. 

What your child needs most is the comfort of knowing it is still 
okay to be a baby, your baby. By meeting these needs they will feel 
taken care of and better able to be the capable child they are. You can 
play baby games in a lighthearted and fun way with your child of any 
age. “Baby Fiona [who is four years old!] wants her bottle, here is a 
bottle for you tiny baby.” Then in an equally fun way remind her, 
“Wait! Babies can’t eat pizza or ice cream. You eat pizza and ice 
cream. You are my four-year-old Fiona! And my baby, too.” She needs 
to feel baby and big without feeling ashamed at the mix of emotions 
inside of her. 

The good news is that toddlers do like to help and be on the 
parental side. Even your two-year-old can be part of it. Ask them to 
grab a diaper or a burp cloth, and tell the baby that their sister or 
brother is helping take care of them. This empowers your child and 
provides them that sense of agency (“I have a role in this”) that they 
thrive on. 

And all those times you need to feed the baby, rock, pat, or put him 
to sleep? Remind your older one that as soon as you are done with the 
(feeding, diapering . . .), you will be able to play just with them. Find 
alone moments, even if it is just long enough to read a book together, 
or when you are putting your older one to sleep or driving to school. 
In these alone moments, highlight the exclusive time with your child. 
“It is only Mommy [or Daddy] and David right now. No baby here. 
She has to stay home. We’ll see her later.” Your child will relish these 
alone times. When toddlers come to our center, if there is a new baby 
or infant at home, we remind them, “There are no babies here. Your 


baby has to stay home; this school is only for you.” The child usually 
lights up, often with a huge grin. He will then strut into school, feeling 
so big (and happy to be without that little baby for now). Later, when 
their baby arrives with Mommy or Daddy at pickup, they often run 
and embrace their little sibling, happy to see them after a break. 


When Will My Baby Play with Me? 


Toddlers are all about “Me.” I think the hardest part for toddlers is 
that from their point of view, newborns not only take attention away, 
they are simply dull and boring. There is lots of hype about a new 
baby coming, and then here is this baby who does very little as far 
your child is concerned. They cry, burp, poop, sleep, and steal 
attention, but they don’t play! They are not fun! Connect to these 
feelings in your child. The more you can recognize the downside and 
negative feelings, the more freed they are to love their sibling—over 
time. Talk about a transition! Life was good before with just me and 
my parents. And now hours a day are spent waiting for Mommy, 
waiting for Daddy, deferring to the baby’s needs, giving up what they 
had before. It is a loss. I spent much of my time saying to my older 
kids, “Oh, this baby is crying again. Can you believe it?” Or “He 
needs me to change him, again. Sure does need to be changed a lot.” 
Your older one will likely give you a look of “Oh, she does get it. This 
is dull for me!” Let them know you understand what is on their mind 
and how they feel, that sometimes they like the baby and sometimes 
they don’t. They will feel relieved, which frees them up to love their 
sibling, too, even if they can’t always show it. 


Aggression 


It is understandable that children have some anger related to the new 
baby and the transition to being the “older” child. Remember, 
transitions stir a lot of emotions, and this is a particularly big 
transition. I find that if parents know that anger is possible (and 


likely!), they are less taken aback by it. Yes, the toddler loves the baby, 
their new sibling, and as they grow up together their relationship can 
blossom. No one shares a history like siblings do. And yes, they also 
are angry over the baby, their new sibling. Life was fine before and 
now there is an interloper. Some children get more upset than others. 
Some show it openly; some hold it in. There is often a honeymoon 
period before your child realizes that baby is here to stay for good. 
Many will do the hug-to-death-grip move where they hug the infant or 
newborn and the hug turns to an all-out squeeze. Keep your hands 
close to loosen the grip! But what this says is that your child has 
mixed feelings—it is love and it is anger, all tied together. Normal. As 
it should be. 

It is not uncommon for children to show aggression—hitting, 
pushing, or biting—as an outlet for these mixed feelings after the birth 
of a new baby. It can happen soon after the baby is home or anytime 
in that first year. One mother called me and said, “He loves his 
newborn brother so much. He hugs him and says, ‘Oh baby Will, I 
wuv you.’ But then we go to the playground and he will randomly bite 
some child. He never showed aggression before, ever.” But this is also 
a transition he has never weathered before. A father said to me, “Our 
toddler went from being a quiet and really good kid to one I am 
practically afraid to take anywhere. She is biting us or her baby sister, 
and if we are not vigilant, she can really hurt.” And another parent 
said to me when her infant was six months old, “I thought we had 
sailed through the new-baby thing without any hitting or aggression. 
But now that the baby is sitting up, my older one is hitting me, so 
often. What is going on?!” 

I don’t mean to scare you. Aggression can worry or scare any 
parent. I understand why. But what is going on in these examples is 
normal at these ages. The three toddlers in the examples are all 
normal, healthy, and yes, sweet children. But adjusting to a new baby 
is fraught with ups and downs, and confusion. Underlying this are 
many mixed feelings they cannot understand. So be sure to recognize 
this and let them have outlets for it. “You can be angry at the baby. 
But I can’t let you hurt her. Here is a doll [or pillow] that you can hit 
instead.” If you can be accepting of the anger (which can be hard to 


do!), they will get more comfortable with it, too, and act out less. 
Sometimes parents worry that giving them a place to be angry— 
hitting a pillow or biting a doll or teddy bear—will increase their 
anger. I have never found that to be the case. In fact, just the opposite 
is true. When adults give them a contained place to be angry, it 
validates their anger and lets them know they are not alone. This 
brings their arousal and anger down, which actually helps them learn 
to manage the negative feelings and feel less upset. 


e Starting School e 


Going to school is another transition most young children face, 
whether it is their first school experience, returning after summer, or 
changing schools. They are used to the comforts of home, or the 
routines of the old school, or last year’s classroom, and now they will 
start in a new place. Keep in mind that there is a lot to master in this 
transition. School presents all sorts of challenging newness: a new 
physical environment, new teachers and unknown classmates, new 
rules. A simple question such as “Where do I put my coat?” can be 
worrisome. Who will comfort me if I miss mommy or daddy? Think 
about your own experiences. Do you recall starting a new job and 
having the anxiety over where you would go for lunch, or where the 
bathroom was? Toddlers feel this way. There are new adults to build 
relationships with, new children to get to know, and a room with 
routines they have to learn. It leaves them feeling unsteady until they 
can settle in. It can be scary, even if it is fun. The phase-in period that 
most preschools offer does give your child time to get acclimated with 
the room, materials, routines, people, and most important, to build 
trust with the adult caregivers so they feel safe in your absence. All 
children differ in their reactions to starting school: Some enter new 
schools like they’ve been there before, eager to engage and try it all 
out. Others hold back, observe, and take their time. They may feel 
most comfortable watching and standing close to you. All manners of 
starting school are fine; children’s approaches and paces vary. Even the 
toddler who bounds into school with excitement, eager to try out new 


activities on day one, may react many weeks later to his parent 
leaving. So regardless of their style, transitions take time. 


Preparing Your Child 


Prepare your child for the new school experience, but don’t overdo it. 
Sometimes parents get so excited about a new school that they want 
to tell their child right away. It could be April and they say to a two- 
or three-year-old, “In September you will be going to a new school!” 
September? That is a lifetime away. Instead, a week or two before 
school begins, tell your child that they will be starting a new school 
soon. You could drive by or play on the playground so they can see 
where it is. If they visited in the spring, remind them of that. If you 
know the teachers’ names, tell them. Maybe the teacher will even 
come to visit. And name a few activities they might do at school (play 
with blocks, sing songs, climb at the playground). Assure them that 
you will take them and stay for the first few days. As I’ve said earlier, 
the main point is that your children will want to know that you are 
coming back. So when you do leave them at school for the first time 
(and the days after), let them know when they will see you again, 
marked by a concrete event (time is meaningless at these ages): “I will 
be back to pick you up after music time,” or “Daddy will pick you up 
and I will see you at dinner.” Separation at school is a big deal—they 
are in a new place without you. When they master that, they feel 
great. It is a big step toward independence. You’ve helped them over 
an important hurdle. What allows them to succeed in your absence is 
knowing that you will be back! 

But in the meantime, much of their emotional energy goes into 
handling the separation, whether they show that outwardly or not, so 
expect regression at home. Regression can include more whining or 
demanding behaviors, increased clinginess, crying more readily, or 
disruption in sleep. All of this tells you that they are working hard to 
master separation, even several months into the school year. 


Whether large transitions or everyday ones, we parents need to keep 
in mind that from a toddler’s perspective, transitions are tough. They 
don’t just happen; they present challenges to master. Toddlers are not 
yet ready to take them in stride and “roll with the punches.” Some are 
more able than others, but they all need our help. We need to be there 
for them as they go from the ending of one moment (playing, bath, 
leaving home), through the transition, to the beginning of the next. 
We need to be patient as we watch them wrestle with their discomfort 
and wrap their growing brains around the task of getting used to 
change. As they grow, have more experiences, and their brains mature, 
they will gain better skills for anticipating what comes next, planning 
and organizing, and understanding and handling their emotional 
responses to change. These are essential pieces for managing 
transitions. As these structures are put in place, your child will 
gradually get better at managing transitions on their own. Out of this 
comes good feelings about what they can do and how they can handle 
life. Remember that in the beginning, at two or three years old, or 
even at four and five, the way toddlers manage transitions won’t be 
perfect, and they’ll rely heavily on us as parents to guide them. Just 
when you think they have mastered transitions, the next day they can 
backslide, reminding us of how much we are needed. 

Helping toddlers with these transitions requires us to provide 
structure, empathy, and a flexible reliance on routine. In the midst of 
this intense emotional reality, toddlers need to know they are okay, 
even if they feel unsteady as change happens. Just as we need to help 
calm them when they are upset in more extreme circumstances, it is 
also our role to be there reminding them that they are not alone and 
that it is okay to be having trouble leaving home, saying good-bye to 
grandma, getting into pajamas, or losing a tooth. 


Parenting POV 
Understanding Transitions 


Think of your own transitions. An adult parallel to the toddler 
transition can feel like this: It's Friday afternoon and you and your 


partner have plans to go fo an evening party. You've been looking 
forward to it as a nice way to end a hectic week. Even if you 
want fo go to a party and see your friends, you may have some 
anxiety about getting there, starting the conversation—getting to 
what is new. “Who will be there?” you may ask yourself. You may 
feel tired and wonder if you have energy to revive yourself and be 
social. But once there, you know you will enjoy it. Yet, the hurdle 
is in dragging yourself there. VVhat does the anticipation of the 
party or event feel like to you? Excitement? Pleasure? Anxiety? 
Dread? A mix of all four? These feelings are similar to what your 
toddler feels, even at transitions to something they want to do! 


Like most challenges of the toddler years, helping your child learn 
to manage transitions with more ease plays an important role in how 
your child navigates changes—big and small—in the future. It also 
lays down the tracks for being more flexible. In this way, when you 
help your child become confident about his or her own ability to 
manage transitions, despite their difficulty, they internalize confidence: 
This is tough but I can do it. And that’s resilience! 


Cue In to Toddler POV 


Remember, helping your children to learn to manage transitions 
on their own means first understanding the world from their 
vantage point. This lens provides the context for understanding the 
seemingly wacky and zany world they live in (it is truly not the 
same colored glasses that the adults are wearing). Their world is 
colored by and bathed in innocence and wonder, a need for 
immediate gratitication, no sense of time or what comes next, and 
lots of change within themselves. So the first step is to understand 
this. Yet that does not mean giving in to their every desire. In fact, 
the opposite is true: helping a child function in spite of their 
constant and changing desires. But understanding the context of 
their world helps frame their behavior and needs in ways more 


understandable to the adult. Once you get this, then you can 
figure out what to do. To guide the child into our world, meaning 
socialization of the child, we have to move into theirs first, see it 
trom their point of view. 


chapter eight 


Cracking the Code on Toddler Learning 


Play, Sharing, and Leaving Children Alone 


“Jump in the boat,” calls Jordana. “There is an emergency and we have to hurry!” 
Michael and Reyna jump in the wooden rocking boat. 

“I am the doctor with the shots,” calls Reyna. 

“I have the medicine,” Michael responds. 

“I don’t like yukky medicine,” adds Jordana. 

“Tt will make you feel better,’ Dr. Reyna tells her. 


The children rock back and forth until one of the four-year-olds insists they have 
arrived. 


“Not yet,” calls out Michael, and they all agree to rock more. Soon they are there. 
“The sick dog is over here,” Jordana says, pointing to a stuffed animal on the floor. 


The three tumble out of the boat and scurry over to the stuffed animal in need of their 
care. “Let’s build a bed for the dog,” Jordana suggests as she takes out rectangular and 
square blocks and hands them to her two friends nearby. 


“Can I help?” asks Niya, entering into the play scenario. 


“Yeah, we need help,” the friends respond. Blocks fall over until they figure out how to 
build the bed steadily. The stuffed animal is delicately placed inside to rest. 


Their busy play enacts pieces of the adult world as well as their life 
experiences, while empowering them to be in charge. 


These are children engaged in their surroundings, using all of its 
contents to their delight, mimicking the language and phrases of the 
adults with whom they interact on a daily basis, and acting out 
situations and learning how to do things “all by myself!” In the 
example above, these children are four years old. They have learned 
how to play with one another, negotiate roles, and cooperate. If they 
were younger, two or three years old, they might not be able to 
manage such a sophisticated imaginary game yet. Still, they’d be at the 
beginning of pretend play. But by four, they are off to the races. 

Understanding why play is so important to toddlers not only helps 
us see inside the child’s world and understand their point of view but 
also offers a valuable lens on how children actually learn. Indeed, 
current research in the brain and cognitive sciences agrees that it is 
learning that truly spurs development. And young children learn most 
when they are at play. 

Why does this matter? Because all too often, parents are hearing 
more and more about how to speed up their child’s learning, as if you 
can fast-track them to Harvard by offering young children foreign 
language lessons, piano or violin, advanced ballet or gymnastics, and 
teaching them how to read at two! All before they are even old 
enough to enter elementary school! In many places today, the 
messages about what is good for children put pressure on parents that 
work against children’s best interests and future success. Parents are 
told young children need direct teaching and lessons up front. In fact, 
children’s natural inclination is to learn. They are born with curiosity, 
wonder, and excitement about people and the world around them. 
They are born with a drive to learn through their own discoveries and 
exploration. Directive and rule-bound lessons work against this 
natural inclination. Instead, the adults’ task in toddler learning is 
supporting their inherent drive and curiosity, the basis for developing 
motivation and interest in learning. Developmental and educational 
research studies support this idea, that nurturing children’s inherent 
drive, curiosity, and desire to explore creates problem solvers and 
thinkers. 

When children play, they are learning how the world works— 
figuring it out by taking initiative. They learn how to carry out 


transactions. How to communicate. How to navigate their way 
through situations and problem-solve. Play teaches children about 
themselves, others, rules, consequences, and how things go together or 
come apart. Play builds their sense of agency—that they have an 
impact on their environment, they can make things happen. Agency is 
connected to self-confidence, and both are related to self-regulation. I 
commonly watch toddlers gather and collect toys. What looks like 
hoarding from an adult view is collecting to the toddler: it’s as if they 
are thinking, I need to get everything I need. This is mine. Collecting 
allows the toddler to feel secure, that she has what she needs. This 
builds confidence as they figure out what they need and how to obtain 
it. After this fulfillment is reached a child can begin to see what others 
need. She can also identify what she likes or dislikes. One child 
collects cars; another picks up Lego blocks or even pipe cleaners. Each 
collection defines the child. My own toddler took a different toy 
animal with him to school most days and by age four had developed 
an interest in whales. At ten he continues to be a passionate lover of 
whales, one who now reads about and studies them and has dreams of 
becoming a marine biologist. The interest and passion first emerged as 
a toddler. 


Two-and-a-half-year-old Olivia is riding on a toy truck. “I working,” she firmly states. 


She carefully places blocks onto the truck in a stack, focused with deep concentration. 
They fall and she begins anew. “This one fits, but this one doesn’t fit.” 


She picks up more small blocks. “I don’t like the blue ones. Only red ones.” 


As she carefully works to make these blocks fit together, she mutters, “I very busy now. 
Very busy.” 


“Just playing” provides her the opportunity to figure it out—how 
to make the blocks fit. Fitting the blocks uses spatial and 
mathematical concepts; it builds problem-solving skills and the ability 
to handle frustration. She is figuring out her likes and dislikes and 
feeling empowered by being involved in “work” just like the adults 
around her do. How good that feels to a toddler! At the same time, 
she is practicing vocabulary, stating colors and imitating what she 


observes in the adult world. So much learning happens in this one play 
episode. 

So if play is so important, why do many people still tend to think of 
it as the opposite of work, and therefore frivolous? Play is often 
trivialized, in sayings like “That is mere child’s play” or “He is only 
playing,” as if to say play is unimportant and not a serious endeavor. 
Many would prefer that young children spend their time tracing 
letters, obediently following adult directions, or matching figures on a 
worksheet. But this view of play is an adult view. It reflects an adult 
misunderstanding of what learning is—not looking at the world 
through the eyes (or brain) of a toddler and for that reason only offers 
a judgmental, inaccurate, and unrealistic way of thinking about 
toddler learning. 

Of course, it should come as no surprise that the Toddler Center is 
based upon the notion that if you place young children in a 
stimulating, safe environment that is set up for their exploration, 
supporting them as necessary, then they will naturally engage with 
their world, explore, discover, and, yes, learn. And that is the essence 
of play. 

For toddlers, there is no line between learning and playing. 
Learning is all about play. From morning to night, upon waking until 
laying their sleepy heads down (finally) at day’s end, a toddler has a 
one-track mind: What can I do? What can I discover? What can I 
explore? I like to think of toddlers as scientists: in their exploratory 
stage of life, they are trying out and discovering what is around them, 
delighting in all that they can touch, see, smell, hear, and even taste. 
They have their hands and fingers, toes and tongues into everything 
that triggers their curiosity. They don’t have to be taught how to play 
—it’s as natural as breathing the air. Their curiosity is insatiable. As a 
parent, you likely know that, since it is hard to keep them from 
touching, discovering, and exploring, even when you try! Playing is 
what they are meant to do, all the while growing and developing in 
mind, brain, body, and spirit. Recent neuroscience findings validate 
this view. Pretend play and self-exploration are essential to developing 
those important executive function skills I wrote about in earlier 
chapters. Executive function skills include problem solving, planning, 


flexibility in setting up a new plan, creativity, persistence, and 
managing emotions. These are skills built directly out of the kinds of 
open-ended play toddlers engage in and are also bedrocks of lifelong 
success. 

And yet, in this addled age of making sure our kids turn out to be 
perfect (ahem), parents and schools can get carried away with pushing 
young children beyond what is developmentally appropriate—all in 
the name of enrichment and accelerated learning. In this chapter, I 
want to share with you not only my philosophy about how kids learn 
best but why this is so. I also want to shed some light on the nature of 
learning and what really matters for your current child and future 
student—and it doesn’t involve learning Mandarin as a second 
language (unless that is your home language) at age three, four, or 
five! 


e What Does Play Look Like? e 


Although there is no one, universal definition of play, there are certain 
agreed-upon aspects that characterize the way all children play. First, 
when children are playing, they are enjoying themselves. They look 
happy, at ease, at peace, or sometimes very exhilarated. Psychologists 
call this positive state of mind positive affect, which points to a kind 
of emotional temperature. Second, when kids play they are engaged. 
They are attentive, involved, and not easily distracted from what they 
are doing. They are naturally involved in whatever the activity is— 
without the need for reward, directive, or pressure. They want to play 
for the sheer pleasure of playing. You may wonder how something so 
pleasure-driven can be called learning. Active engagement, fueled by 
the pleasure the child feels, becomes the basis for focus and persistence 
in your future student. Third, and closely related to engagement and 
enjoyment, is perhaps the most widely agreed-upon aspect of play—a 
child’s intrinsic, or internal, motivation to play. Different factors can 
motivate a child: novelty, gaining a new angle on a familiar 
experience, achieving mastery with known objects (think of all those 
times your child has repeated the same activity or action over and over 


again), needing to work through feelings. Although the motivation 
comes from the child, adults establish a safe environment and support 
or assist in the play, if needed by the child. 

Fourth, they are unencumbered by the rules of others. In many 
ways, the child’s play world lives outside the adult world. Almost 
anything is possible as imaginations soar, and their logic is different 
from ours. What does this aspect of play mean for your child’s 
learning and future development? Creativity, vision, and innovation, 
qualities that employers now complain are highly lacking in recent 
college graduates. Children may make up their own logic or rules of a 
game, but they are not at all concerned with how to follow the rules 
of adults. The rules today may be different from yesterday. Watch 
young children play. The rules are set, negotiated, changed, and 
renegotiated, even if the rules seem odd to the adult. 


Millie is holding a ball and refuses to throw it. Larson calls, “But you have to throw it. 
That’s the rule. Throw it!” Millie responds, “First, you stand and hold it. I am holding 
it. I have it so I get to decide when to throw.” “Okay,” concedes Larson. “I get to hold it 
long when I have it, too.” 


In free play, rules shift, too. Rhea, who is the mommy in the game, 
states, “You can’t take all the blocks. Only the mommy gets all the 
blocks.” Aishah counters, “I’m the baby. The baby can have all of 
them, too.” 

But freedom from external rules does not mean the total absence of 
rules. Children set their own rules, governing roles, relationships, 
entry into play, plot development, and acceptable behaviors. The 
players develop and agree upon the rules, which are implicitly 
understood. 


It’s cleanup time, and the pizza delivery girl makes an entry. “Who ordered a pepperoni 
pizza?” Texeira hollers as she carries a block toward the block shelf. 


“I did,” answers Ashook as he takes the block from Texeira and places it on the shelf. 
He is the block organizer, neatly stacking the wooden “pizzas” according to size. 


Soon other children begin delivering pizza. As they pass the blocks to Ashook, the 
chants echo through the classroom: “Who ordered a cheese pizza?” “Here’s another 
pizza!” 


The children have distributed roles and created a structure for their 
pretend play to succeed. While the activity leads to a successful 
cleanup, the pretend aspects are what engage the children and sustain 
the play. And in addition to learning new vocabulary and completing a 
task, they are learning to work together as a team—another highly 
regarded twenty-first-century skill. 

Finally, when young children play, they focus on the process or 
performance of the activity, not on a goal or the results. This is why 
play is play and work is work. When we work, even when we enjoy 
work, we are not only aware of our process, we are also motivated by 
its outcome—getting paid, earning an award, reaching a set goal. It is 
this aspect in part that separates play from work. When young 
children play, the activity is all about the process—there is no 
separation between the two. And it is through this process that 
learning and development take place. As children work together or 
figure things out through play, they build confidence in their abilities. 
Confidence allows children to take chances, learn, and grow. It is this 
confidence, derived through play, that they take into academic 
learning as they get older—a feeling of excitement about figuring it 
out, whether it is learning to add or read new words. 

Although adults establish and guide the play environment, whether 
at home or in a school environment such as the Toddler Center, 
children are meant to feel free and autonomous so they can initiate 
play in whatever form. In this way, the environment where children 
play is very important; it gives safe guidelines for where they can play. 
A room that feels cheerful, offers options with developmentally 
appropriate toys, and a choice of materials (for example, sand, water, 
paint, pretend props) significantly facilitates the process of play. 
Children do not need many toys or materials in order to play. In fact, 
fewer materials tend to facilitate more play because children can 
create meaning from the materials at hand without being 
overwhelmed or distracted by excessive options. In your own home, 
look around. Do you have too many toys? I frequently suggest that 
parents put away half the toys in their house. They are amazed at how 
much more engaged their child becomes. 


What to Do 


Toddlers are explorers. They want to touch, taste, smell, listen to, 
throw, and sometimes eat objects in order to gain information about 
an object. This “operation curiosity” becomes the foundation that 
often leads to play. This same curiosity, if nurtured, is what excites 
them about learning throughout their educational experience. In 
exploration children ask, “What is this? What can it do? What can I 
do with it?” As parents, we can help this inquiry process by following 
up on our child’s lead in a nonintrusive but supportive way that can 
guide her play. As your child pushes his train on the wooden track and 
says, “It’s going to grandma’s,” you can comment, “I wonder what the 
train will do when it gets there.” As your child picks up mounds of 
wet mud and mushes it between her hands, a comment like “I wonder 
what that feels like” cues her in to the sensation and extends her 
experience. When we interact with our children in this supportive way, 
following their lead, adults invite children into a space in which they 
will feel comfortable exploring, discovering things that are familiar, 
and developing feelings of competence and security. 


e How Does Play Support Learning and Development? œ 


Enrichment and growth naturally evolve from playing as children 
learn about themselves and their surroundings. A child’s active 
participation in his or her world facilitates mastery and control, 
leading to feelings of competence and self-efficacy, and these 
characteristics are the foundation of the successful future student. 
Without a belief in their own competence as they are learning new 
things, no student will persist or keep trying in spite of mistakes. As 
children “figure it out” through their play—as Olivia did when the 
blocks did not fit on her truck in the earlier example—they begin to 
feel they can solve problems. They can work it out. And by doing so, 
children become even more curious, more excited about trying things 
out (a skill needed later when they approach new learning, such as 
learning multiplication for the first time or trying to decode the sounds 


of letters), and more sure that they will succeed if they keep trying 
possible ways of doing it. This is persistence, a key factor in academic 
success. The child who feels good about her ability to figure things 
out, to solve the problem—whether that is fitting the piece into a five- 
piece puzzle, balancing the final block on top of an unsteady tower, or 
negotiating a way for three people to fit into the rocking boat that 
only holds two—develops the base for becoming a motivated and self- 
assured learner, one who feels confident in her ability to succeed. 

This sense of competence and belief in oneself becomes the passion 
that drives the older learner. Play lets children make important 
discoveries about the self—including their own likes and dislikes and 
what they can and cannot do. They continually shift activities to 
maximize pleasure, while discovering what is easy and hard to do and 
what makes them happy or frustrated. They learn to understand the 
feelings of others and develop empathy. These skills are also crucial 
for healthy peer relationships and showing compassion. Children who 
are tuned in to others’ feelings and emotions are more successful in 
friendships and social interactions. Positive social interactions are tied 
to later success in school, more positive attitudes in life, and success in 
careers as adults. 

And for the toddler, this sense of competence and control over her 
world is deeply related to her sense of safety. So while children are 
playing from morning to night, they are also constantly working out, 
often through play, the struggle between independence and the need 
for security. 


Julia, nearly three, cries at her mother’s departure. “It’s okay to cry when you’re sad,” 
the teacher quietly reassures the child slumped in her lap. “Mommies and daddies 
always come back.” 


Two-year-old Harry, perched on a chair nearby, closely watches the scene. He wiggles off 
the chair, slowly approaches Julia, and hands her a teddy bear. Harry repeats the 
teacher’s mantra: “Mama come back soon.” He hands her the toy that brings him 
comfort—a step toward true empathy. 


Play also fosters language skills. Pretend play encourages language 
development as children negotiate roles, set up a structure, and 
interact in their respective roles. Adults support language by 


commenting on or labeling children’s play (“I see you are washing that 
baby,” “That’s a big blue painting you’re making!”). Such comments 
provide a language-rich environment and naturally reinforce concepts 
(big-little; more-less; over-under; colors or shapes) and build on the 
play. Language is also tied to emotions, which are expressed and 
explored through pretend play. Pretending gives children the freedom 
to address feelings, anxieties, and fears, and as we know, children need 
our help not squashing these negative emotions but managing them. 
That is why fantasy and imaginary games are so important. They let 
children re-create and modify experiences to their liking, helping them 
gain a sense of control over a situation; this leads again to a sense of 
comprehension and mastery. This can enhance feelings of security, 
which are so important to toddlers as they separate and look to 
discover their true selves. Think back to the children who were 
playing doctor to the hurt puppy. Rather than going to the doctor 
themselves, which can be frightening, they became the doctor, the one 
who gives shots and forces medicine, allowing them to handle hard 
feelings. Next time they are sick, the doctor visit may be less scary. 

Pretend also gives children a way to push through emotionally 
challenging situations. 


“Hop-hop!” announces Jamal as he hops into the room, hiding his head in his arm. 
“Today froggy is here.” 


Last week when he entered he crawled in. “Raaaabhhhh!” he fiercely announced. “A 
tiger is at school today.” 


Another time, he wore a cape. “Super boy is at school!” 


Each of these characters gives Jamal the ability to become a more 
powerful or brave being, allowing him to put aside the timid child 
who fears leaving his mother. Instead, being a jumpy frog, a fierce 
animal, or a super boy lets him test the waters and helps him cross 
into the classroom with confidence. If he is supported in these 
emotional needs, then in time the frog or tiger or super boy will 
disappear and Jamal will enter the classroom as himself. When he is 
ready. Play gives him the capacity to handle these hard emotions at his 
Own pace. 


Parents or caregivers have an important role in reinforcing and 
supporting the play. Labeling feelings and reflecting on emotional 
content is an effective way to extend fantasy play: “That tiger sounds 
so angry.” It can help children understand feelings and develop 
empathy by saying, “Why do you think that monster is so sad?” Play 
is a vehicle for expressing feelings, with minimal language needed as 
the child acts out the pretend character. Moving feelings from the 
child to the pretend character reduces anxiety and frees the child to 
explore emotions. Children will “try on” emotions through the roles 
they play (as baby, mommy, or daddy, as firefighter, monster, tiger, or 
doctor) and through puppets or other toy animals. 

One day, a three-year-old at our center who was having a hard time 
saying good-bye to her mother at dropoff picked up a puppet. She put 
it on her hand and stated, “He’s happy. So happy,” and then 
immediately after, “He’s sad now. Very sad.” She repeated this 
sequence over and over as a way to express her desire to separate 
(happy) and the sadness in leaving mommy. “Maybe he is sad because 
he misses his mommy. She will still come back,” the teacher 
responded. The adult’s message is “It is safe to have and express these 
feelings.” 

So, what do emotions have to do with learning? Everything. 
Persistence, taking on new challenges and risks, handling frustration, 
the ability to focus for long periods of time, are all tied to being able 
to manage emotions. Not giving up on something, on solving a 
problem or figuring out a solution (puzzle, building a tower, or a 
complicated math problem), means pushing through even when it is 
hard and frustration seeps in. It is the ability to handle the emotions 
that arise during challenges. These are the skills that researchers and 
educators alike have identified as essential to learning (and as too 
often lacking in our students), above and beyond one’s intellectual 
capacity. You can be smart, but if you can’t manage emotions enough 
to persevere, or you are preoccupied with negative feelings, then 
success is hard to obtain. 

Now, I don’t mean to misguide you. For toddlers, persistence is in 
the making. They will persist at desires of their own (as when they 
want candy or a coveted toy) but not necessarily at tasks you view as 


important. Fear not! I see it often at our center. Toddlers start a puzzle 
or other problem-oriented toy and when they can’t figure it out they 
walk away. I don’t view this as giving up, because I know they will 
come back to it, whether the same day or maybe a week or two later. 
And when they eventually figure it out, they will be excited. That is 
what fuels persistence. 


e Owning and Sharing œ 


Two-year-olds cannot be expected to share, because they do not yet 
fully understand that others have wishes that could conflict with their 
own. They only know what they want, at this moment, and what they 
want is “mine.” Their job is to first figure out what ownership means. 
This will soon start to change as they begin to play with peers. Three- 
and four-year-olds are getting better at sharing because they have a 
more developed sense of what is “mine,” but they, too, can get 
confused and act in ways that appear selfish to us. At these ages, 
children don’t have a sense of time, which also makes sharing a nearly 
impossible task. Before they can share, they have to understand “You 
have it now, I have it at a later time.” What they desire, they desire 
now. What does all this mean? Don’t expect kids this age to share 
willingly, genuinely, or generously . . . they just don’t get it yet. They 
are not being rude or mean. They simply can’t understand. Children 
who are pushed to share too soon remain selfish until much older 
ages. A shift begins starting around age three or three and a half when 
children become more interested in peers and want to make friends. 
Sharing starts to come naturally then, but still won’t happen all the 
time! 


What to Do 


These days sharing is a loaded topic. Adults insist on it even when 
children are not ready for it. Sharing is hardest at home, since these 
are possessions that belong to your child and on his home turf. If you 


are having another child over, let your child put away one or two (or 
three!) favorite toys so there are no battles. Set up activities that the 
children can do together—stacking blocks, puzzles, art activity. If 
conflicts happen over a much-desired toy, see if the children can work 
it on their own (they often do when adults don’t interfere). Conflict is 
a natural part of playing together. It is part of learning to work it out. 
If not, you may have to distract and change activities, go outside, or 
take a snack break. Playdates for two-year-olds are better outside or 
on other neutral territories. They get better at it over time! Three- to 
five-year-olds are better able to play together and work out conflicts, 
but not all the time. Keep playdates short, no more than two hours. 
And only one playmate at a time. Three, I assure you, is a crowd. And 
what if your child is possessive, crying and whining, and unhappy 
throughout the playdate? It has happened to all of us, myself included. 
Cut it short. There is always a next time. 


Loving a Lovey 


Some kids become especially attached to an object—a blanket, 
a stuffed animal, sometimes a book or a favorite baseball mitt— 
that they take with them wherever they go. Even items such as a 


key chain or toothbrush can be the lovey. Such loveys or 
transitional objects help kids as they learn to selfsoothe, regulate 
their feelings, and work out their fears during times of transition. It 
is a familiar piece of home that provides security in a big world. It 
is the toddler equivalent of the adult good luck charm. A little 
piece that reminds them of home and brings comfort. 


e learning to Share e 


Just like any aspect of development, learning does not happen in a 
vacuum. It is the result (or outcome) of social interaction—between 
children, between parent and child, between child and teacher. This is 


how children eventually learn that “even though I like peanut butter 
and jelly sandwiches, Sue Ellen doesn’t,” that “I hate to go down the 
slide really fast, but Mark loves it!” Throughout the toddler years, 
young children are beginning to hone an important cognitive skill 
called theory of mind. Though there is some discussion about when 
children actually develop theory of mind, most psychologists and 
educators agree that it’s during the toddler years when theory of mind 
becomes important to learning, especially in terms of how children 
begin to understand who they are, how they are different from other 
children, and how they are able to manage and direct themselves. In 
other words, once children understand that other people have 
different thoughts and feelings, they are able to differentiate 
themselves and develop a sense of unique identity—related to the 
sense of agency we talked about in the last chapter. 

So what does this have to do with sharing? Everything. Sharing 
seems to be an important goal nearly all parents have for their 
children. You likely want that for your child. I certainly do. But not at 
these ages, and not consistently, even at age five (when they are getting 
better at it). We may all wish for our children to be kind and 
compassionate people who want to share. But sharing is more than 
simply handing over an object. It is an ability that evolves over time 
and has social and emotional underpinnings. So here’s the catch: 
Wishing for it, and forcing it upon your child by saying, “Share, 
share” doesn’t make it so. Just the opposite; it backfires. Forcing a 
child to share asks them to give up something that is theirs at this 
moment. Deprive me of what I need? Most of us wouldn’t choose to 
be deprived, which is what forced sharing feels like to a toddler. 
Insistence on sharing comes at a time when their whole being is 
figuring out who they are and what they need, when their main focus 
is Me and Mine. Forcing a child at this age to share makes them 
incapable of sharing for much longer. Really. 

Why? Because true sharing is an act of altruism—it comes from an 
emotional base, from the heart. It is a desire to give to others, to be 
generous. Before a child can be genuinely altruistic and able to include 
others in what they have, she must first feel deep inside herself that her 
own needs are met. The toddler also needs to know that giving to 


another does not mean forfeiting her own needs in the future. 
Remember how toddlers live in the present? The two- or three-year- 
old sense of time is a continuous now; they have little sense of 
yesterday or tomorrow—the future is an abstraction that they literally 
don’t understand. Because of this warped sense of time, they also are 
just beginning to hold on to the belief and the feeling that when 
mommy goes away she’s really coming back. In the moment, no 
matter how many times they are told, two- and three-year-olds don’t 
quite trust the coming-back part. They can be distracted, or quieted 
down by a teacher or caregiver. But that is not the same as 
understanding and holding in their minds the idea that mommy leaves 
and returns. Four- and five-year-olds are bridging this conceptual- 
emotional gap. 

So when it comes to sharing, the toddler does not have the 
confidence or trust that it’s okay to give something away. They have 
no understanding that they can ever get it back. Throughout these 
years, just as they are learning that their friends are different from 
themselves, they are also gradually learning how to trust that their 
own internal needs are manageable. Only then are they able to see 
what other people want and need. In today’s overzealous child-rearing 
culture, the word share has taken on a life of its own. Sharing is 
equated with being a decent person. That may fit for adults but it is 
far from fitting for young children. Misunderstanding what sharing is 
and how your child learns about it over time gets in the way of 
healthy social development. This is especially true if share means 
giving up what they have and need. People who feel deprived or in 
need of something do not feel generous, especially when they are two, 
three, four, or five. 

It may surprise you just how complicated the act of sharing actually 
is. Adults insist to children, “Just share.” For the toddler, there is 
nothing just in sharing. What is just to them is when they have, hold, 
touch, or hoard everything they want. It won’t always be this way, 
and it gets better as they move past three and closer to five. But for 
now that is who they are and how it must be. It can be embarrassing 
for you (a civilized adult) when your child does not readily give up 
what they have to others, when your child holds on with all his might. 


Before you know it, they will genuinely partake in this altruistic 
exchange, but only if you let them act like toddlers now—in all its 
selfish-seeming ways. 

If we unravel the pieces needed before one can genuinely share, 
then it becomes clear why toddlers can’t. What is needed to share? A 
sense of: self and mine; ownership; their needs getting met (“I have all 
I need, now I can look around and see what others need”); other 
people and their feelings (which can be different from their own); time 
(for turn-taking); patience, control of actions, and ability to override 
impulses (waiting; not grabbing what they want). 

So why do toddlers stubbornly refuse to share? The simple answer 
is, they can't. 

Two-year-olds cannot be expected to share, because they do not yet 
fully understand that others have wishes that could conflict with their 
own. They only know what they want, at this moment, and what they 
want is “mine.” Toddlers are in the throes of understanding ownership 
for the first time: “This is mine!” They view objects as part of who 
they are, which you know because they hold on for dear life to 
anything they label “mine.” This part can worry parents, as it looks so 
selfish from the adult view. So I will remind you that they don’t stay at 
this stage forever; still, it is one they must pass through. As their 
brains develop and they begin to get a sense of others as people, too, 
they enter the realm of peers. And that is when they start to get better 
at cooperation and sharing. But first the toddler’s job is to figure out 
what ownership means. This will gradually change as they begin to 
play with peers. When they want to make friends, they have more 
motivation to share. Three- and four-year-olds are getting better at 
sharing because they have a more developed sense of what is “mine” 
and a more developed sense of “others” but they often get confused 
and act in ways that appear selfish to us. When adults give them the 
support and distance to work it out, more often than not, they do. 

At these ages, children have no or little sense of time, which also 
makes sharing nearly impossible. Even when they say “in five 
minutes!” what they mean is “not now.” Giving up what they have in 
the framework of “it is his turn” or “your turn will be next” requires 


a sense of time. To the toddler, these are arbitrary rules made up by 
the powerful adults. In truth, what toddlers desire, they desire now. 

Then there is the desire to help others. Toddlers, especially at two, 
have little understanding of what others think and feel. That comes 
later. What they know is Me. The idea that someone else desires what 
I have is incomprehensible. I have it, I want it. End of story. 

What does all this mean? Again, don’t expect kids this age to share 
willingly, genuinely, or generously . . . they just don’t get it yet. They 
are not being rude or selfish. They simply cannot understand in any 
real or sincere way. Their brains do not yet have that capacity. 

The parent says, “Share with your friend. He just wants a turn.” 
The young child hears “You can no longer have what you need and 
desire. I am forcing you to give it away. And I expect you to do so 
nicely.” How does the toddler feel? Terrible. Ashamed. For having a 
desire he is being told to let go of. Instead, try this. You can cue your 
three- or four-year-old into the other child and their desire, without 
shaming your own child for what he needs: “Jose also wants to play. 
So when you are done, let us know. Jose is waiting.” We do this at our 
center, and what it does, even at age two, is tell the child they can have 
their desire to keep playing met, but it introduces the idea of other 
children and other children’s desires. But it makes no demands on the 
child to give up what they have. 

One day at the Toddler Center, three-year-old Luis was playing 
with a truck. Although there was another one just like it, his friend 
Marielle, two and a half, wanted what he had. She tried several times 
to take it, but he held on to it, screaming, “I’m playing! I have it!” A 
teacher nearby came over and said, “I see you are playing. It looks like 
Marielle wants to play, too. When you are finished, she can play.” He 
settled down, held it close to his chest, and quietly said, “I’m just busy 
now. I am not finished yet.” The teacher responded and validated his 
need: “That’s fine. Play as long as you need. And when you are done, 
Marielle will be waiting.” He played, but within minutes, on his own, 
he graciously handed it over to his friend. Why? Because once his need 
was validated, and there was no pressure put on him, he was willing 
to share with a friend. 


Added to this is a lack of control over impulses. If they want 
something, especially at ages two and three, they are likely to grab. 
Having the patience to wait for what they want is a milestone during 
these years. Helping them wait, to delay gratification (“I know you 
want that ball and it is hard to wait. But when he is done, you can 
have it.”) is an important role of adults. Their brains and bodies get 
better at waiting (part of the executive function skills) but they need 
our help in learning it. When the children arrive at our center, they 
wait in a hall outside the classroom. It is hard for them to wait—they 
bang on the door or pull on the knob. My mantra to them is “Your 
teachers are getting all the toys ready. But they are so slow. It is so 
hard to wait. Hurry up, teachers! Let’s hold on tight, they’ll be here 
soon.” The children will stop banging, look at me, laugh, or feel 
calmer. As soon as the door opens, they dash inside—the triumph of 
having waited! I have helped them manage the frustration of waiting. 
A step toward better self-control. Only to be repeated the next time 
they come. Learning to wait takes practice. 

It all sounds fairly selfish, I know—just as it needs to be for a first 
step. They want what they want; they want it now and on their own 
terms. The hardest piece to imagine is this: If we help our children feel 
like they have what they need at two and three and four, and that 
includes holding on to toys and objects they are playing with, then 
they become generous and giving. Later. Sharing and generosity 
emerge out of his loving relationship with you, when you respond to 
his needs. It comes from your helping her handle limits and frustration 
and gradually learn to delay gratification. She begins to know that she 
cannot always get what she wants right away. Being able to wait, to 
not have their desire met right away, makes them better able to share 
and do the give-and-take of socializing (“You play with this now, and 
I play with it when you’re done”). 

As they move from ages two to five they are also becoming more 
aware of social rules and expectations. Based in a loving relationship 
with you, they actually do want to please you (I know it doesn’t 
always seem this way). And they do so partly by meeting these adult- 
set social expectations (such as sharing), at least some of the time. 


I often encounter the following “sharing” scenario. A three-year- 
old turns to a friend who has a doll or something he wants and says, 
“Share. Share with me.” What he means is “Give that to me. I want 
it.” They have learned that share means give-it-away. And his self- 
focused nature to meet his own need of the moment moves him to 
demand the toy be given over; it’s his interpretation of sharing. 

One day I went to a playground with my youngest child, 
accompanied by a friend and his daughter. My little one, at three, and 
with two older siblings, had learned to hold on tightly for what he 
needed. His friend was an only child. They walked to the park and he 
carried two buckets with two shovels, as I wanted to be sure there was 
enough for the other child. But he was not letting go. She quietly 
asked, “Can I have one?” 

“No,” my toddler responded (thrilled to have them both and not 
have any brothers around to take one). He trotted onward. 

Soon she tried again. “Can I have a bucket?” He sweetly 
responded, “No.” 

Now I felt the eyes of the father on me, wanting me to do 
something so his child could have a toy. Pressure! I commented that 
maybe soon he would let her have one (I did not say “share,” as I 
knew that for my son, it would be giving something up). 

Next, she turned to him and with a little more vigor said, “Share 
with me. It’s time to share with me!” 

Sharing meant “give me.” An altruistic act? Likely not. And he still 
did not. 

Then, as soon as we arrived at the park, he turned and gave her a 
bucket and shovel. On his own terms, at his own pace. The two 
played together in the sandbox, no adults needed. 

By the next year in pre-K, the reports we had from teachers were of 
how kind and thoughtful he was with other children, and this is the 
feedback we continue to get many years later. 

My point is that he learned to hold on to what he needed first, and 
that allowed him to be generous to others. Give them the chance and 
they get there. Is it embarrassing, in the meantime, to watch your child 
holding on to what they have and not generously sharing it with 
others? It can be, especially with other parents staring at you. Yet one 


of the most common issues parents raise with me (especially with 
firstborns!) is their concern that their child cannot hold on to what 
they want. As soon as another child approaches them, they will give 
up what they have. That is the flip side, a child who does not yet have 
the strength to stand up for their needs. A child who repeatedly has 
things taken from them. 

As for your seemingly selfish child who is rarely capable of sharing? 
I promise that this can change. Two-year-olds play in tandem with 
peers, imitating their actions. Starting around age three, they get more 
interested in peers; soon after they want to make friends, get along 
with peers, and be liked. The motivation to share begins, first on their 
own terms and then more altruistically over time. Sharing starts to 
come naturally in this context as they negotiate with other children 
and work out conflicts, but it still won’t happen all the time! 

Even as children become more generous and learn to share, there 
will be lots of bumps in the road and exceptions. Sharing tends to be 
hardest in their own home. Home has possessions that belong to your 
child. Home belongs to them. And if another child comes over, their 
territory is being entered. It may feel intrusive to your child, which 
makes them more possessive and less likely to share. This is especially 
true if there are other events going on in their life—an infant sibling, 
out-of-town visitors, mommy or daddy away, getting over a recent 
cold. 

Conflicts will happen—it is a natural part of children’s interactions. 
Step back and give children the opportunity to work it out on their 
own. Working it out is part of peer play, and a good skill to learn. 
Conflict requires problem solving, and problem solving is necessary 
for learning. Handling conflicts also boosts your child’s confidence 
that they can work out problems. 

But what about when the playdate just falls apart? Your child can’t 
share anything. Conflicts abound. That will happen, too. 

Layla, almost three, was excited to have her friend Nori over to 
play. She picked out dress-up clothes and dolls to play with. She 
excitedly waited by the door for her friend to arrive. She jumped up 
and down when she saw her coming up the walk. Yet, from the 
moment Nori entered, Layla shrieked, “Noooo!” about whatever her 


friend approached. She followed her around and took toys out of her 
hand. She insisted she not touch her stuffed animals, train set, or play 
kitchen. Embarrassed and frustrated, her mother suggested they watch 
a short video. But even then, Layla demanded Nori sit in only one 
place. “What is going on with her?” her mother asked when she 
reported the incident. I noted that Layla, who normally was excited to 
have a friend over, had a high need for control. “Is anything new 
going on in her life?” I asked. “Any changes?” It turns out there were 
two big things. Layla had started wearing underpants just that week, 
with “no accidents so far,” and her mother had been out of town for 
work. There usually is a reason that conflict reaches higher-than- 
normal levels. And when it does, rather than thinking your child will 
share and be nice, cut the playdate short. It is okay to send a child 
home, with apologies, when your child is having a hard time. Try 
again another day. 


Parenting POV 
“Is My Child Okay?” 


In this culture of highly competitive preschools and the pressure to 
get into the right kindergarten, parents are understandably 
sensitive to how their children learn and if they are learning 
enough. ls my child gifted? Is he different? Can she keep up? 
These are routine questions | receive regularly. It is often in the 
form of concerns like: She doesn’t talk very much and | see other 
children her age talking so much more. He won't sit for long. She 
falls a lot. She won't participate in any toddler classes. He wants 
to do the same activity all day, every day. It's important to keep in 
mind that in the toddler years, children’s brains and bodies are on 
tire with growth. They are sponges, absorbing and responding to 
the stimuli around them. There are two important issues to keep in 
mind: each toddler develops in his own pattern and at his own 
pace, and even though they are all learning, that doesn't mean 
they are ready to absorb information and learn it in the same way 


that a sevem, tem, or fitteen-yearold studies information, 
understands new concepts, and remembers facts. Toddlers are just 
beginning to lay the foundation for cognitive skills. That is why 
these years are so vital; they are foundational to lifelong learning. 
Instead of learning in the ways they will when they are older, 
toddlers are preoccupied with emotional changes and challenges, 
becoming physically more mobile, agile, and independent, 
making sense of the world around them, and gaining a grasp on 
their ability to impact their environment. These are all skills they 
need to have to succeed in school, family, and lite. With today’s 
pressures, it can be easy to lose sight of what matters at this age 
and keep in mind what children ages two to five should be doing 
and can be doing, and that there is no one learning or 
development trajectory. Children can be strong in one area and 
lacking in another. My oldest was highly verbal before he was 
two, but equally reticent in any new situation. Separation was not 
his strength, but grasp of language was. My middle child talked 
later but could boldly scale up jungle gyms that his older brother 
would not even try. There is a huge range of normal development. 


I cannot think of a time in the past when it was as important as it is 
now to highlight the real ways that toddlers learn. Years of 
developmental psychology research and more recent neuroscience 
studies confirm that play is the essence of toddler learning and the 
foundation for lifelong success in one’s educational and personal 
endeavors. As I noted earlier, major U.S. employers are speaking out 
about the lack of problem-solving, communication, creativity, and 
organizational skills they see in recent college graduates. The years 
from ages two to five provide a profoundly important time to guide 
your child onto a path to a love of learning and developing life skills 
necessary to succeed educationally and in life. But to do so, we have to 
look at the toddlers in the context of their development. What may be 
the way to set them up for success and a fulfilled life is not always 
obvious. If we offer them opportunities to explore, in dynamic and 


rich sensory environments, children will naturally take the lead of 
their own learning. They will explore, they will follow their curiosity, 
they will focus their attention and follow through. Adults are there to 
set up the environment, then sit back, observe, and provide guidance; 
this is what it means to follow the child’s lead rather than setting an 
adult’s agenda. As soon as parents or adults interfere by giving too 
much direction, too much structure, and academic-like activities that 
are outside the skills of this developmental age, kids will back off and 
turn away. That means turning away from learning. 

Toddlers count on adults to provide them with structured, safe, and 
inviting environments for play. Once the environment (classroom, 
bedroom, playroom, backyard) is set up, the toddler has the freedom 
to decide what and how to play within it. This is where initiative, 
motivation, persistence, flexibility, problem solving, creativity, and 
innovation are incubated for the child. These are all skills that have 
been identified as necessary for future success. Thinking back to 
earlier chapters, recall that toddlers thrive on predictability and 
routines. That means repetitive play is the norm, and knowing where 
to find things and in what order helps them feel safe and supports 
their budding independence. A concerned mother reported to me that 
her two-and-a-half-year-old “will only play with his train. Every day. 
Pushing it around and around and around sometimes for over an 
hour.” She was concerned that nothing good could come out of this. I 
asked who set up the track. “He does,” she reported. At the mere age 
of two he had figured out how to make a track out of the pieces, how 
to pick the trains he wanted each time, and how to get the magnets 
together so the train could go. Did he get frustrated if the train fell 
apart? “Absolutely!” she noted. But he also recovered and went back 
to playing. He was doing new things every day, managing his 
frustration, deriving pleasure and learning, but he found comfort in 
the repetition of the same train on the same track, over and over. 

Good early childhood classrooms have materials in the same place 
each day and a set routine that children can follow. At home, you can 
do something similar by keeping out a minimal number of toys and 
books (too many possibilities makes it harder to choose) and have 
shelves or bins for them, so your child knows where they are and can 


access them on his own (and help to put them away!). This is a way to 
support their growing independence and ability to make choices. 

The incredible curiosity of the toddler and desire to know the 
world on their terms drives toddler play, the root of lifelong learning. 
They naturally play, indoors and out. Play is their context for learning. 
One is not separate from the other. Play allows them to figure out 
their newly discovered self, the world around them, their feelings and 
experiences as well as what goes together and comes apart. Figuring- 
it-all-out is the heart of toddler play. It becomes problem solving and 
sets up confidence in learning. And even though they may appear self- 
focused and selfish at times, what they are doing is learning through 
play. Learning in all areas, including how to get along with others. 
And these are the emotional, social, and cognitive skills that set the 
foundation for a positive attitude toward lifelong learning. 


chapter nine 


A Lab for Later 


The Fifteen New Seeds for Success 


Parenting is frontloaded. As parents, we put so much—love, thought, 
time, energy, worries, hopes—into our relationships and interactions 
with our children so that they can grow into the best people they can 
be and the person they are meant to be, which can be different from 
what we envision for any of our children. But who that person will be 
is far from clear at the ages of two to five, and it won’t be known until 
much later. What this means is that we do whatever we think is best to 
raise them now to be successful in life—caring and kind, smart, well- 
behaved, motivated, resourceful, and resilient—later. 

I have found that with these aspirations in mind, the key to 
parenting in every one of its dimensions is a balance between 
providing our children with comfort and love, and guidance, 
boundaries, and limits, while letting them try things on their own, 
take risks, make choices, venture out in the world, fall down, and get 
up again. It is not always clear to any of us where this exact balance 
is, and that is the core of the challenge parents face every day. 

As you’ve read throughout this book, toddlers are at a vibrant, 
complex, and exciting stage of growth. Every ounce of their being is 
trying to figure out who they are, what the world is all about, and to 
be sure they can count on their parents (or caregivers) to be there for 
them, no matter what. This takes place in the context of a brain that is 
developing in leaps and bounds, with lots of fluctuation. Toddler 


brains are essentially works in progress. For this reason, toddlers’ way 
of thinking, seeing the world, communicating, and expressing and 
handling emotions is wildly different from our own as adults. Thus 
seeing the world from your child’s view can radically shift your 
understanding of their behavior and reactions—why they do what 
they do and how to handle it. 


e Remember, You're in Charge. It’s Not About Control. e 


In this era of media, parents have access to a tremendous and at times 
overwhelming amount of information on how to raise their toddlers. 
A major category of toddler advice uses an approach that is top-down, 
parent-enforced control. This is misguided for many reasons, 
especially if your goal is long term: to raise children to become the 
best people they can be, who become independent and know how to 
handle life in all its ups and downs, care about others, who can make 
good choices and decisions and succeed in life. It is misguided for 
another reason: you are in control anyhow—simply by being the 
parent. There will be plenty of times it does not feel that way, or you 
may forget this principle, but it is true. In fact, your child counts on 
you to be the one in charge, to show them the way, to provide comfort 
and reassurance when life gets rough (which can be as simple as 
missing the final puzzle piece or bigger when they fall down and get 
hurt), to tell them when they’ve gone too far or far enough (limits) 
and to help them move out in the world. You are also responsible for 
your child’s well-being. 

But none of this implies forcing a child to act a certain way without 
considering who they are as individuals. In fact, try as you might, 
using control and force to get a toddler to behave or act in a certain 
way ignores his or her point of view. And in the end it will most likely 
backfire as they grow and develop. 

A top-down control approach overlooks your child’s needs and 
instead focuses on what you as a parent need or are wishing for in 
your child (which is often peace and quiet or avoiding being 
embarrassed by your child). Remember the harm of such approaches 


and of overlooking who your child is and their needs at this time. 
When you forget to interact with your child from his or her point of 
view, you risk causing shame to set in, just as they are developing their 
core sense of self. Most parents don’t want their child’s core sense of 
themselves as a person to be sprinkled with feeling ashamed of who 
they are and what they desire. 

I also think of the control/top-down approach as one of “When the 
cat’s away the mice will play.” In other words, do you think your 
toddler will somehow magically know how to act when the 
“Enforcer” is not around? Probably not. Why would she? 
Paradoxically, attempts to force control on your child lead to 
increased—not reduced—control battles as well as the child’s 
escalating desire to be freed from your control. Control battles will 
naturally occur anyhow as your child tries to figure out how much 
power she really has. That is where the testing of limits comes in. 
Instead, helping your child gain internal mechanisms of control, which 
reside within themselves (and which takes time, patience, nuance, and 
a good dose of humor), is the ultimate way for young children during 
this precious and important span of time to learn how they can 
manage their own desires, emotions, and impulses. 

So if your goal is a well-adjusted child down the road, keep in mind 
that what you are laying down now for your child is a foundation to 
develop executive functions, the most important underlying skills for 
life success. Neuroscientists are now studying these functions and 
identifying where in the brain they reside, primarily in areas under 
development during these early years. These include the ability to self- 
regulate and handle emotions, think through problems and 
consequences, plan and make thoughtful decisions, adapt to change, 
and handle stressors, as discussed throughout this book. These are the 
indispensable skills for life success. You are also setting up your child’s 
core sense of self, feelings of security, and confidence. 

Margalit, at nearly three, was ecstatic over the first large snowfall. 
She’d run in her yard, pick up snow, feeling it on her mittens, and 
eating it, too. Her mother was disgusted. Snow is dirty! She repeatedly 
tried to stop her. “No eating the snow,” she firmly demanded. We 
suggested she find clean snow on the bushes and let Margalit eat that 


or simply ignore the behavior. No way. Her mother threatened to take 
her inside early. She followed her around to stop her. 

The next week, with more snow falling, we found pure and clean 
snow and put it in our water table. Toddlers love to play with snow 
indoors, no mittens on their hands, feeling the cold. Her caregiver 
gave our teachers strict instructions: “Do not let her eat that snow. 
Her parents will be upset.” As the afternoon wore on, Margalit 
approached the table. We tried to dissuade her, to no avail. She was 
excited to feel the cold snow on her hands. Some toddlers might try to 
eat it, once and maybe twice. But out of twelve children at school that 
day, she was the only one who would not stop eating it. Enforcer 
away? Behavior escalates. 

As I mentioned earlier, by first understanding where your child is 
developmentally and what he or she is experiencing in the here and 
now, you will come to understand the seemingly wacky and zany 
world they live in—it is truly not seen through the same colored 
glasses we adults wear. Nor has their brain developed to maturity yet, 
a point they will reach in twenty or more years. The world of young 
children is colored by and bathed in innocence and wonder, a focus on 
Me!, and a quest to satisfy desires immediately. (“Now. Now. Now!” 
is their motto.) So the first step a parent can take is to understand this. 
Not so you can indulge their every whim, far from that; but to have 
an idea of what they are experiencing. That does not mean giving in to 
every moment-to-moment desire. In fact, the opposite is true: by using 
these guidelines, adapted to your specific family situation and child, 
you will begin to help your child function in spite of his or her 
constant and changing desires and need for instant gratification. 
Understanding the context of their world and the world through 
toddler eyes (bizarre as that can appear to us as adults) helps frame 
their behavior and needs in ways more understandable to you or 
anyone taking care of them. And ways that let your child know she is 
understood. Once you get this, and truly accept and embrace it, you 
can and will figure out what to do, with less conflict, less angst, and 
more enjoyment with your child and family. 


e ALab for Later »% 


Parenting young children is a lab for later. By definition it is a long- 
term project where the outcome and benefits (who the child becomes) 
are most evident years later. Often parents get overly focused on the 
here and now and worry that if they don’t jump in and stop a “bad 
behavior” immediately then they will be “setting a precedent.” But 
what is precedent? I hear this often from parents: “If I let her do that 
now, then I am setting a precedent. Pll always have to let her do that.” 
Worry, fear, and frustration follow on the parent’s part. 

As we’ve been seeing throughout this book, when parents get 
caught in their own fear and try to control their young children’s 
behavior, they often unwittingly undermine their own authority and 
accentuate their child’s lack of control over their own behavior. I 
guarantee you that if you view parenting as a power game, with you 
as the parent trying to assert control over your child, then you will 
have to keep upping the power to win. And the child, over time, will 
continue to battle, fighting back as he tries to show you with greater 
and greater force who he is, what he can do, what he needs from you. 
Or he will give up the battle altogether with feelings of resignation, 
right at the time when he is developing a sense of who he is. “I am a 
loser. I can’t win. Why keep trying?” This is not what parents tell me 
they want their child to feel in life or in school—that they are the loser 
and that their desires must be wrong or bad and can be crushed. 

If you want the battles to decrease and still have your child flourish 
in life, then you have to understand what the battle means to your 
young child and where it is coming from. Only then can you handle it 
differently and in a way that helps your child develop into the best 
person he can be. The young child is fighting to become her own 
person, different from the adolescent or another adult who has a 
stronger, more experienced sense of who they are. The young child’s 
sense of self is in formation, supported by your reassuring presence, 
love, limits, and guidance. 

So how does moving beyond control set the foundation for a future 
in which your child will know who she or he is and gain the skills 


needed to develop, learn, and grow, and in which you and your child 
will have a trusting, loving, empathic relationship? Parenting now sets 
the groundwork for later. It is the opportunity to help your child 
become the person you want them to be at that later time when they 
need you less, that older child or teen who becomes capable and 
caring, planful and persistent, able to handle life and reach out to 
others. What we do now is to help lay this path for our child to grow 
into that older child, teen, or adult who embodies these qualities. 

Why is this so true? Like it or not, humans were not built in a 
linear fashion. It would be so easy if we were. If the process of 
development were linear, rational, and logical, there would be no need 
for parenting books or advice. We would all develop on the same 
linear path. But development is the antithesis of linear: it’s circuitous, 
it’s dynamic, it’s interactive, and it always depends on context. As we 
saw earlier, it’s not nature versus nurture: it’s nature and nurture. And 
the intersection of the two can be quite complicated. 

Instead of a linear progression, where one piece gets set into place 
followed by the next, like building blocks, the way we develop is 
much more in a pattern of two steps forward and one (or even three) 
steps back. Just as your three-year-old masters sleeping in his big-boy 
bed, he has toileting accidents for the first time in months. Similarly, 
when your four-year-old finally feels comfortable at school and skips 
off without any problems, she wakes crying that night. As one father 
said, “I wished so much that he would feel better at school and not 
cry when I took him. It just made me feel so bad. Who knew what I 
was wishing for? He runs in happy now but is demanding so much 
more at home. Everything has to be his way!” This too will even out, 
but one area of development rubs against another. 

I often find that when parents come to see me with more general 
concerns, such as “she is just out of sorts—throwing tantrums, overly 
sensitive to other people, and refusing to eat foods she used to eat,” it 
often means the child is on the verge of a big developmental shift. I 
imagine that the brain is reorganizing for a developmental leap 
forward, and before it does, it gets shaken up, kind of like a snow 
globe when you shake it. And then, soon after, just as the “snow” in 
the snow globe settles back down and the globe is clear again, the 


child settles back in with a bigger vocabulary, or suddenly increased 
imaginary play capacities or another new physical skill. Again, the 
developmental change is not one step and then another; it is closer to 
a shake-up followed by a settling in. This is because the groundwork 
for any new skill is being laid, in ways big and small, every day, even 
though we may not be aware of it. And suddenly the pieces come 
together and click. He’s reading! She can ride a bike! He can sit 
through the story time! But it certainly feels hard when you are right 
in the throes of the shake-up and unsure of where it will land. It can 
be hard for your child, too. 

The very interactive nature of child development is what makes it 
essential that parents cue in to their child and stay involved. Not by 
controlling and demanding, nor by making your child’s life a free-for- 
all. Rather, when you are present and aware, and tap into your child’s 
unique combination of very universal, normal needs and their own 
individual ways of moving in the world, while you provide love, 
support, and guidance, then the fits and starts that challenge us as 
parents are just that—treflections of their growth. 

In fact, there are ways to provide a healthy foundation for your 
child that include structure and boundaries, without battling all the 
time and destroying your young child’s sense of self. At times, the 
balance of who is setting the limits and structure may feel tipped 
toward the child, especially when you have a demanding and hard-to- 
satisfy toddler living with you (I call this the “benign dictator” stage). 
But in reality, the balance really starts in your favor, the parent. And 
that is something you need to keep in mind. Our children count on us 
to know we are in charge. That is the only way they feel safe, when 
the scale is tipped toward the parents as the providers, guiders, and 
comforters! 

That is what this entire book has been about: understanding how 
to guide your child in the best way, so they can become their best 
possible self. Establishing clear boundaries, regular routines, and 
realistic limits are a parent’s best set of tools for managing children’s 
behavior in a supportive way, in a way that enables the child to 
practice and learn to handle his or her own behavior, feelings, and 


desires, all within the context of the brain’s complex and rapid growth 
during these toddler years. 

What follows then are what I call my Fifteen New Seeds for 
Success, which I’ve mentioned throughout the book in ways explicit 
and subtle. I list them here because I believe now you will truly 
appreciate how they can work for you, your children, and your family. 


e The Fifteen New Seeds for Success œ 


1. Go to where the child (toddler) is. In order to best support 
our toddlers, we have to first understand where they are 
developmentally and what they are experiencing. That 
provides the context for understanding the sometimes bizarre 
and seemingly irrational world they live in. It is a view of the 
world far from what we see out of our adult eyes. Their 
world is driven by an insatiable curiosity, a desire to figure 
things out on their own terms, and a startling need for 
immediate gratification without a sense of time. This does not 
mean giving in to their every desire. In fact, it is just the 
opposite that children need in order to succeed. They need 
you, the parent, to keep them safe within all these desires by 
providing a place to safely explore, figure out the world, and 
be curious. So understanding the context of their world helps 
frame their behavior and needs in ways more understandable 
to the adult. Ask yourself questions like, What is my child 
experiencing? What does this look like to him? Feel like to 
her? Once you get this, even if it seems bizarre, you can figure 
out what to do. Remember the child who was afraid to go 
with his parents on a trip because he would “get small and 
disappear” like planes do? Knowing this view allowed the 
parent to provide comfort and address his fears, and the boy 
stopped having tantrums. 

2. Have humor. Laugh a lot. Humor and laughter make for 
serious parenting. I say this now with authority since the 
earliest years of my own children’s lives are now behind me. 


These early years do go by fast even if it does not feel this 
way. I had more than a decade of young childhood in my 
home. It was exhausting. It was exhilarating. It was 
pleasurable. It was challenging. But it is now done. Humor 
not only helps you get through those tough moments, or days 
or weeks; it also makes being a parent more enjoyable. How 
much can you let go, kick back, and laugh? It will be a lot 
more fun (and easier) that way. And your children will enjoy 
it more, too. One way or the other, you have to get through 
it. And you will. 

Humor helps. 

. Keep things the same, so your child can learn how to deal 
with change and adapt. The importance and need for routines 
cannot be underestimated. Routines and regularity develop 
flexibility and resilience. If you want your child to become 
flexible over time, then change nothing, or as little as you can. 
It sounds contradictory, but it’s true. 

The more structure and routines, the freer the child. But not 
with rigidity. It is one of the many paradoxes of being a 
parent, that you have to set basic routines and yet also have 
the flexibility to move with the moment. This is what breeds 
flexibility in the child. Any task that is a daily happening will 
go smoother and help your child on the road to independence 
if it is structured around a routine. That includes mealtimes, 
bedtime, getting dressed, brushing teeth, bath, and getting out 
the door. These daily routines, where the child can count on 
things staying the same, will also prepare your child for 
handling change and transitions. 

. Let them lean on you. This is not overcoddling. This is about 
recognizing that the more toddlers move away and go out to 
explore, the more they need you. Dependence now leads to 
independence later. Babying the child now, letting them need 
you and being available to respond to those needs, leads to 
independence later. They learn they can count on you no 
matter how big they grow or how far out in the world they 
go. You are their rock. But it is all about balance, letting them 


go, but also supporting them. A fine line, I know, but an 
important one to wrestle with and work out. The child who is 
led all the time (that is, by the parent) can never learn to lead, 
to take initiative, or to do for themselves. Being led too much 
or being micromanaged (as parents can do—especially with 
our firstborns!) creates more rather than less dependence. A 
child learns to make decisions and do things for themselves 
by participating and practicing, making mistakes and trying 
again. 

. Let siblings work it out on their own. Siblings fight. The more 
they hate, the more they love. I call sibling relationships the 
lab for life. Sibling love is rooted in the history they share, the 
growing up together, and the sharing of parents. Sibling 
jealousy (or hate) is based in these same three points. So what 
that means is that siblings are naturals for love but also 
naturals for jealousy. They are automatically put in a position 
of having to share the parent(s). Who really wants to do 
that?! It means sharing their safe base, their rock, the person 
they count on the most. The reason sibling relationships are a 
lab for life is that siblings have a very special and loving bond 
—if the parents stay out of their relationships. And within 
this bond they learn to work out their place in the family and 
resolve conflict between each other. They fight. They play. 
They look out for each other. One moment they are fighting, 
screaming, and rolling around. Just as you think you had 
better go prevent some accident from happening, they are 
laughing and playing. It can change in a moment. Ever watch 
puppies pounce and play and nip at each other? Sometimes it 
looks quite vicious, then suddenly they run off, lie down, 
snuggle, and go to sleep together. Siblings are like puppies. 
You have to leave them be, let them have their love/hate 
relationship, and not intervene in their battles, because a 
parent can never be the impartial judge. When you intervene, 
you take sides, and that undermines their special bond. 
Expressing the jealousy and conflict between them is what 
frees up the love side, even if it is hard as parents to watch 


them fight. Ultimately they have each other for life, no matter 
how different they may be. As the Toddler Center founder Pat 
Shimm says, “It should be parents on one side and kids on 
the other side. Then they can be best friends for life.” Let 
them be their own friends in all the good and hard ways! 

. Let go of perfection. Perfect is a fantasy. Life is messy. Let 
them (and yourself) make mistakes. Mistakes, mischief, and 
errors make up the perfect human child. Humanity is not 
about perfection. Child development is not about perfection. 
Growing up is not about perfection. And there is no such 
thing as a perfect parent. Be a good enough parent. Growing 
and developing is about foibles, slip-ups, and vulnerabilities, 
falling down, and making mistakes. A child cannot move 
forward unless they make mistakes, through trial and error. 
Children need to be able to take risks in order to test 
themselves and move ahead. Children have to be allowed to 
try on their own, fall down, make mistakes, then try again— 
from learning to walk to learning to read to learning how to 
be friends to learning how to act at grandma and grandpa’s 
house. Control is an attempt to override their ever making a 
mistake—to make them do it a certain way. But we all learn 
best when we can figure it out ourselves, and that includes 
errors and blunders along the way. Children learn from their 
mistakes. Think of it this way: the baseball Hall of Famer 
Reggie Jackson, whose October home runs carried his team to 
several World Series victories, also holds the record for most 
major-league strikeouts, with 2,597. Victory comes through 
striking out. 

. Hands-off, not hands-on parenting. What does hands-off 
mean when it comes to parenting? How do you do it, 
especially in this hovering environment where often parents 
are told to monitor their child’s every move? Here’s the rub: 
We render our children helpless when all is done for them— 
when they are micromanaged. When we hover, we make our 
children feel insecure, not secure. Instead of showing them we 
trust them, we inadvertently signal that we don’t believe in 


their capabilities. This is true when we micromanage their 
schedules and criticize how they do things. They may struggle 
to get a shoe on, and you likely know an easier and faster 
way, but saying “This is the right way to do it” gives your 
child self-doubt (“I don’t know how to do it right”), leads 
them to second-guess themselves, and makes the child 
mistrust his own judgment. When we kindly remind our 
children that there is only one right way to do it, the child 
hears “I am doing it wrong. I can’t do it. I don’t know how.” 
She doubts herself and feels ashamed of her attempts. 

But hands-off is not a free-for-all, either. This is where 
balance comes in. Our children need our guidance and limits. 
Hold the shoe so she can figure out how to get it on. Comfort 
him when frustration sets in after many tries at something 
new. The idea is to give our children space to try, and to try 
again, and to reassure and comfort them when the going gets 
tough. But not to criticize and diminish their attempts— 
successful or not. 

. Set limits and boundaries. Limits and boundaries are the 
frame for freedom and creativity. Children learn freedom only 
when clear and reasonable limits are set. Otherwise, they 
don’t feel safe; they feel out of control. Children feel taken 
care of when they know when to stop because you have told 
them what the limit is. Two to five is an age of testing out 
who they are and their level of power. It is too scary to think 
their power is unlimited. They want to know you will keep 
them safe (even if they battle you!). The world they are 
exploring during these years is a big place. There is much to 
learn, much to see, and so much to figure out, from learning 
about emotions, to figuring out how to get their needs met; 
from learning to have and make friends to figuring out how 
things work; from testing out their power to figuring out 
what they like and dislike. So much is going on and they 
cannot do it solely on their own. Children count on parents 
to set up limits and guidelines, to show them when to stop 
and let them know we will keep them safe. The feeling that 


10. 


they are not on their own, that we are setting limits, gives 
them security and feelings of comfort. When parents set 
reasonable limits (“At dinnertime, we sit to eat; when you run 
around, dinner is done.” “You can throw the ball in this 
basket, but not at other people.”) children are freed up to 
explore and figure it all out. Limits and boundaries also guide 
them toward a more socialized way of being in the world. I 
like to say that the limits and boundaries we set up and 
reinforce save them from themselves. Deep inside, they want 
to know that we will not let them go too far. 


. Let the children play. By themselves, with each other, and 


without adult interference. Set up a safe environment and the 
children naturally will play, indoors or out. Play is learning 
and learning is play, if we let our children play on their own 
terms and make decisions about what and how they want to 
play. That is the mode of young children. Adults provide 
support and guidance but the play is about the children. 
There is no such thing as “just playing” for a toddler. Play is 
their stage for developing. Through play they learn in all 
areas of development—about who they are, how the world 
works, how to make decisions and figure things out, how to 
handle emotions and get along with others, how to think and 
problem-solve; they learn the foundations of number sense 
and of reading, of colors and shapes, rhythms and patterns. 
But playing at these ages goes even far beyond what they 
learn right now. It lays the tracks for their lifelong learning. 
Play establishes a love of learning, an ability to try new 
things, to take chances, make mistakes and try again, make 
changes, adapt, invent, create, and troubleshoot. This is the 
root of the most important skills the brain is developing— 
executive function skills that are needed for academic and 
lifelong success. 

Stop praising your child. Praise defeats. Let them have and 
enjoy their own success. If you want a motivated and 
persistent child who feels good about themselves and what 
they can do, who owns their accomplishments and their 


mistakes, then don’t cheer for them at each turn, move, or 
accomplishment. Cheering them on knocks them down. It is 
another way of controlling your child, who is well tuned in to 
what you expect of them. Alfie Kohn calls praise 
“sugarcoated control.” I couldn’t agree more. The message to 
the toddler: I am happy for you when you do it this way, my 
way. So you had better do it my way. It is yet another way of 
controlling their behavior just as they are bursting to figure 
out what they can do and how the world works. Control, 
even in a seemingly sweet package of praise, backfires. It 
works against your child figuring out who they are and what 
they can do. Instead, they become focused on what can I do 
to please mommy or daddy or the teacher? 

You may be thinking, But if I don’t praise, how will she 
ever know how to act? Where does feeling good come from if 
not from being praised? Take a step back and think about 
this. See if you can remember a time as a child where you had 
an “A-ha!” moment, where you figured something out on 
your own. Or a time when you worked really hard to fix 
something or reach a goal or learn something new. Do you 
remember how you felt inside? Did you have a sense of 
satisfaction? Of feeling good about yourself? Maybe even 
feeling empowered? It is just that feeling from deep inside that 
feels so good. It spurs children on to want to try again, try 
more, to want to figure things out, to want to explore and 
learn or do it again. The motivation resides within them and 
they carry it to new settings. But if the reward comes from 
adults who praise or give gold stickers, the child is left feeling 
they may have made you happy, but it is not about them, it is 
about you. And in a new setting, they will look for the person 
they need to please, rather than feeling motivated for 
themselves. 

I once wrote a long poem in third grade about the color 
green and when I finished it I remember the thrill. I reread it 
and thought, Wow! I am a poet. A real poet! No grade. No 
teacher feedback. Just an inner feeling of excitement and 


satisfaction of doing something I had never done before. I felt 
good about it and more confident in my ability to try new 
things. 

Praise is another way to control, to get our children to do 
what we want them to do. And children know that. It takes 
the achievement away from the child and says “You are a 
good child; you did this for Mommy, for Daddy, not for 
yourself.” It is conditional. And conditional means that they 
feel loved when they make you happy, but not otherwise. It 
places self-doubt at the center of who they are. I know most 
parents don’t want that for their child. Does that mean you 
can’t enjoy your child? Hardly. Smile with them as they smile. 
Hug them when they come running to you with glee after 
learning a new skill at the playground. Then you are not 
taking away their achievement, you are there with them, 
following their lead and celebrating a shared joy and 
accomplishment. 

11. Let them be bored. Boredom can be good for children. Give 
them lots of unstructured time. In an era of technology and 
toddler classes, when toddlers can be taking classes in 
gymnastics, violin, soccer, Italian, cooking, and art, all ina 
week, when their days can be scheduled from morning to 
evening, which means they are following the directions of 
adults, I wonder when they have time to wonder. To look 
around. To nurture their natural curiosity. To figure out who 
they are and what they like, on their own terms. To be bored. 
Yes, bored. That old-fashioned concept. But in fact, boredom 
may not be what you think it is. Sitting and staring into 
space? We once called it daydreaming. And out of 
daydreaming come ideas and vision, dreams and imagination, 
and maybe even relaxation. So “doing nothing” may not 
really be that. In fact, much can go on when a child is bored, 
if bored is truly what is happening. Boredom or “doing 
nothing” can be a pause, a time to sit back, to regroup, to 
collect one’s thoughts, to reflect, to look around and observe, 
or simply to rest and clear the mind. All are needed in order 


to reengage. To plan and be thoughtful. To let new 
information sink in and get absorbed. To make decisions. 
Boredom can be a time to think about what to do next, which 
allows children to develop initiative and agency. They can 
figure out what to do and how to do it on the road to those 
motivating feelings of “I can do it!” 

Boredom can also be a warning if it means your child is so 
overscheduled and directed in activities and play that when 
left to their own initiative, they are completely stuck. They 
can’t make a decision about what to do, even with your 
guidance. Too much instruction and being led and directed 
can turn to this kind of “boredom,” a signal that they need 
more down time. 

But unstructured time is not the same as boredom. 
Unstructured time means giving children the space to play on 
their own, without adult direction. They need a lot of it at 
these ages. This is where the magical and wondrous world of 
toddler play unfolds, the play I discussed earlier that is their 
arena for life, for exploration, and for learning. It is where 
most toddler learning takes place, so give them plenty of 
space and time for it. 

12. Cut down on the rules. The more rules, the more battle. So 
what are structure and routine without lots of rules? The 
balance between structure and routine and not 
micromanaging can seem hard at first. How do you do one 
without the other? I think of it this way: The structure we 
provide our children through routines and how we set up 
their environment is the big picture—the outline of the path, 
a road map. They need a good road map. Rather than telling 
them exactly how to do something step by step, we set up a 
space for them—from home to schoolroom to playgrounds to 
playspaces—and give them limits and guidelines so they can 
choose within these guidelines how to navigate or figure it 
out. 

A wonderful early childhood provider I know who grew up 
in Eastern Europe under a dictatorial government describes it 


this way: “When I was growing up, the adult would give a 
child a tricycle. They would draw a straight line and show the 
child how to pedal it from point A to point B. And the child 
would do just that. They called it learning. But now I know 
that is not how to do it. Instead, you give a child a tricycle. 
Then create a safe backyard space, with hedges or a fence 
around the outside, a safe space with lots of room to ride. 
Then you let the child go. The child figures out how to ride it 
and makes their own path for riding.” 

That is what I mean by structure rather than strict rules. A 
road map, a safe space with boundaries to move in. Sitting at 
a table for dinner and talking about the day is a road map for 
how to “do” a meal with other people. Reading books before 
bedtime gives a road map of how to finish the day and wind 
down for bedtime. Toddlers need us to guide them if our goal 
is to help children become more independent over time. And 
that is what structure does. It gives the child the ability to 
choose how to walk or run or pedal on the roadway—a 
straight line, back and forth, touching the edge, and so on. 
And they all get to the end of the road, in their unique style. 
Lots of rules will set up lots of battles at this age. 
Paradoxically, at certain times, a toddler breaking the rules 
can be a sign of healthy development. 

13. Let them be selfish so they can become generous later. Sharing 
comes later. This may be the hardest one to grasp. The idea 
that being selfish can lead to generosity goes against 
everything we value as adults. We all want to raise children 
who are kind and generous to others, but also can take care 
of themselves. So before a child can take notice of another’s 
needs and be kind and giving, they have to satisfy the first 
step—to develop their own sense of self and feel that they are 
taken care of. This is not a momentary feeling of being taken 
care of. It is a feeling that develops, over time, deep inside. 
When it is firmly in place, after age two or three, they start to 
be generous to others. Feeling taken care of means feeling 
they have all they need. It is complicated. First a sense of self 


as their own person has to develop, then a sense of ownership 
and that their needs are fulfilled. Only after this is firmly set 
can the ability emerge to look out for others, to be empathic 
and share. 

The foundation for sharing is a true paradox. It is about 
establishing a sense of me, mine and my needs being met first. 
Part of being Me is having everything I need—that includes 
comfort and emotional fulfillment as well as holding on to 
whatever objects are deemed “mine.” By forcing or 
persuading children to share before they are ready, we ask 
them to give up a piece of what they need, because at two and 
three, that is what it feels like. Allowing them to hold on to 
what they need at these ages allows them to let go later and 
be compassionate. Soon (around three and a half) they want 
other children to be part of their life, and when their needs 
have been fulfilled, they start to see that other children have 
needs and desires, too. Other children are also fun to play 
with! The desire to make friends and play together is when 
the motivation to share begins. They want to have friends; 
they want to be liked. And sharing is part of that world. But 
not until after those seemingly selfish “me, mine” needs are 
met. 

14. Accept your children for who they are. Even the parts you 
don’t like. Don’t shame your child. Everybody’s good. 
Everybody’s bad. That’s part of being a kid (or adult!). 
Toddlers are just getting to know themselves. They are 
figuring out who they are. They are experiencing a wider 
range of emotions than they did as infants. As they figure out 
who they are, they have a lot of needs (for attention; or 
desires to fill) and are coming up against limits. As adults we 
want our children to become more socialized, and to get there 
we set up limits (as you should!). At the same time, toddlers 
begin to recognize their own limitations as they muddle 
through new experiences. In response to these inner and outer 
limits, they have bad thoughts (I am mad at Daddy for not 
letting me climb on Grandma’s white couch!). They grapple 


with negative feelings like anger and frustration. They do bad 
things (throw, hit, not listen, push the limits). Part of figuring 
out who they are is making mistakes and not always doing 
what the adults expect of them. They are testing to see how 
much power they have and looking for control in a world of 
adventure and exploration that can feel overwhelming. This 
all can lead to clashes with mommy and daddy—the people 
they love and count on most. 

What it comes to for your child is learning to accept that 
sometimes I am good and sometimes I am bad. That is 
human. But when we expect our children, including our 
naturally compliant ones, to be good all (or most) of the time, 
we give them the message that the “bad” parts (thoughts, 
feelings, actions) of who they are are unacceptable to us. And 
that is scary to them. It floods them with shame, which blocks 
healthy development. Remember, they are just now figuring 
out who they are, and these “bad” parts are still part of them. 
Instead, let your child know that you love her for all she is— 
good and bad. Even if you stop her from doing an 
unsocialized action (kicking people, throwing food, running 
too far in a crowd), you still love her. Even when you say 
“no” to another cookie and he screams, you still love him. 
Your child learns that part of being a kid is doing things and 
having thoughts and feelings both bad and good, yet you 
remain her mommy (or daddy) who loves her through it all! 

15. Help them handle the negative. Remember, it’s not your job to 
make them happy. Most parents say they want their children 
to be happy. They want their child to grow up to be a kind 
and productive person who is happy. The misnomer is 
thinking that we can make our child be happy, that if we fill 
their every need then they will be happy. Sometimes parents 
try to cater to their child’s every whim, only to find it is not 
enough. Their child still is not happy. The truth is this: No 
parent can make his or her child happy all the time. Children 
know how to be happy. What they are not so good at is 
handling the hard times. This is where you, the parent, come 


in. Want happiness? Our job is to set them up to handle life 
more and more on their own, and to gradually let go. At the 
center of this is helping them deal with life’s hurdles. How do 
you do that? By supporting them to handle negatives in life— 
negative feelings, disappointments, rejections, errors, and 
setbacks. That is the biggest gift you can give your child, to 
equip them to handle the negative. From there emerges 
happiness. Really. Because if your child feels certain that she 
can handle life, she is freed up to be content and happy. 

In life, there will always be disappointments (when a best 
friend doesn’t want to play or there is no more blue Play- 
Doh). There will always be negative feelings to understand, 
express, and manage—sadness, anger, fear, worry. There will 
always be bossy people and bullies (the child who insists, 
“You can’t play!”). If we help our children handle life’s so- 
called adversities, then they can go out and handle themselves 
even when there are hurdles. With our support, they develop 
the feeling that they are still okay, even when things don’t go 
their way, even when life doesn’t feel good, even when 
mommy says no. They may not like it, but they can handle it. 
The catch is that a child can only have this competence if we 
let them face the tough times—whatever they are—and help 
them through. After the frustration, yelling, and stomping of 
feet because he could not get the final Lego piece to fit into 
his just-made building, your child settles down with a big hug 
from you. His lesson? It doesn’t feel good, but Mommy is still 
here to comfort me, and I am okay. I got through it and now 
I can try again when I am ready. That is what I mean by 
helping your child through the negative. 

When children can deal with negative feelings in 
themselves, they will see them in others and reach out to help. 
When they can handle the negatives, they will have the 
strength to get back up when they fall down, to recover from 
being upset, and to build again when the tower they worked 
so hard to make collapses. Limits set by adults or by their 
inexperience will get in their way and so will other people 


who are not so kind or don’t understand what they need. You 
can help your child learn to handle these situations and to feel 
that they are still okay. Then they can learn to problem-solve, 
to not be overwhelmed by adversity. When we help our 
children handle these frustrations and stressors in life, we are 
preparing them for life, for happiness and for generosity. 
Children who can navigate through the hurdles (and there 
will always be some) become resilient, persistent, and 
confident that “I can handle it!” It opens them up to other 
people. But they don’t learn this on their own; they learn it 
when we guide and comfort them and help them navigate the 
hurdles. Handling life in all its ups and downs is what puts 
them on the path toward happiness and fulfillment. 


A Final Note to Take with You 


Just as toddlers struggle to figure out who they are, gain 
independence, and still know that they are loved by you and can count 
on you through thick and thin, parents struggle, too. Parenting young 
children is simply hard work. We put our all into it, but in return, 
what comes back to us day to day is not always pleasant, or easy, or 
even nice. Parenting, especially of children at these young ages (and 
perhaps again at adolescence), is not about getting validation and 
thank-yous or overt appreciation from our children. Sure, they say 
thank you at certain times, but our children’s role is not to make us 
happy. It is not to make us feel good. We put our all into them because 
we love them, and our hope is that one day they will turn out to be 
those people we envision them to be. Keep that long-term goal in 
mind as you move through the ups and downs, joyful and not so 
joyful moments of being a parent of young children. It is hard, 
because often this involves putting our own expectations aside in 
order to allow our children to become who they are meant to be, 
which can be quite different from who we had envisioned. When we 
step aside but still provide support, our children can grow and 
blossom, with us out of their way yet still close by. Without them 
feeling ashamed of who they are, what they feel, or how they see the 
world—whether it is similar to how we see it or different. 

Parenting is hard for other reasons, too. It is nonstop. We can’t 
simply bow out and then return when we feel ready. Our children, 
especially at this pivotal toddler period, count on us to be there for 
them. We are their constant. We are their security. We are their safety 
in a big and unpredictable world. If we go to work, they count on us 


to come home to them. If we say we will pick them up at school, they 
count on us to do so. A business trip or weekend away with a spouse 
or partner? They count on us to return, just as we said we would. 
Simply put, they rely on us to be their rock and stability, to pick them 
up when they fall down and to still love them even when they have 
done things well beyond our liking or outside of our wildest 
imagination. Parenting is not an occasional role—it is an always role. 
To be there, sitting back, while being available, letting them go, yet 
being at the ready for comfort, not interfering but not forgetting what 
they need. It is likely the hardest role you will ever have, and at the 
same time, the most pleasurable and deeply meaningful one as well. 

Even with all the joys and pleasures, the smiles and 
accomplishments and surprises that being a parent of a young child 
brings (and there are many!), parenting is rarely logical or clear. 
Figuring out how to provide that comfort and reassurance your child 
craves while letting them grow, go, move further out in the world and 
explore, is a tricky line to toe. The one thing I know parents have in 
common is a desire to raise their children as best they can, so they can 
become the best person they can be. But the route to that outcome is 
frequently not easy to decipher, and the journey is filled with bumps 
and pitfalls that you likely never knew would occur. Your individual 
child’s style and ways in the world call for a tailoring of your 
approach to what it is they need, but it’s not always easy to know just 
what that is. 

So, along the way mistakes will happen; you'll let your child down, 
overlook their need of the moment, especially as they negotiate their 
pull for independence and need for more space. In these moments, 
when we’ve failed to know what our children need, because maybe it 
is just impossible to know at that moment—or we’ve simply done the 
wrong parenting thing—we have to be lighter on ourselves, to 
remember that being a parent is hard, relationships are complicated 
and messy, and life with a toddler is not simple, yet we can always go 
back and repair. We can say we’re sorry and reconnect with our child. 
We can hug them and let them know we still love them. No parent is 
perfect. And children are forgiving. 


When we keep long-term goals in mind, remembering that the 
toddler years are a lab for later, the immediate interactions take on a 
different meaning. It is the collective experience over time that helps 
your child internalize those all-important life skills and lessons: the 
ability to relate and have compassion as well as to feel competent and 
handle life; the ability to think through situations and decide on which 
path to take; the ability to feel and handle emotions, then move on 
and reengage; the ability to try again and be passionate about what 
they do; the ability to look out for others and see their needs, even 
when it means putting their own needs aside. All of this can and does 
develop, but it takes time. No single interaction, as long as it is in the 
context of a caring and loving relationship, makes the child who they 
are. So you will blunder and fail them, and the repair can happen, too. 
Keep your humor. Be sure to laugh at yourself and together with your 
child. It helps a lot. 

And yet, as the story has been told in the chapters of this book, the 
ages from two to five are crucial for your child’s long-term healthy 
development and success—for laying the foundation of who they will 
become over time. The drives to separate and become their own 
person are intense and bring them to new crossroads and emotional 
experiences. They are trying to be apart from you yet intimately 
connected, a fragile and complicated dance fraught with pitfalls. 

The brain is developing in leaps and bounds, evident in the 
incredible growth we see in children from month to month and year to 
year. Yet growth also means stumbles and steps back—sometimes way 
back—and as parents, we need to remember this. As children grow 
up, they also need repeated reminders that they are still your baby. 
You are always their parent, even when they get big. Moving to a big 
bed, learning to ride a tricycle or scooter or two-wheeler, giving up a 
pacifier, using the toilet, going to school, dressing themselves, meeting 
new friends—these are all milestones and signs of growth. The funny 
thing about growing up is this: With every sign of growth, something 
is given up or lost. Another step toward independence and being big 
means one step further away from the former baby, or earlier toddler. 
All of this calls for reassurance that mommy and daddy will still take 


care of the child and be there when she needs us. Even when she gets 
big! 

These steps forward can be just as tricky for parents. We may wish 
for them to outgrow a stage—to not scream their every need, to sleep 
through the night, move out of their crib, stop whining or throwing 
tantrums, or to dress themselves. And yet when they do succeed, we 
may miss the little one who did these baby things. We have to be 
aware of our inner experience and mixed feelings, too. That is what 
allows us to provide our kids with the support they need. 

The key to being that good-enough parent that we all desire to be is 
to know yourself, to be open to change, and to be forgiving. Also 
consider what your ideas about being a parent are and where they 
come from. When you are too hard on yourself—every parent lets 
their child down, every parent makes mistakes—ask yourself if your 
expectations are reasonable. Are you too hard on yourself? Why? 
Whose voice do you hear whispering in your ear telling you that you 
are not good enough? Let yourself be human, which means doing it 
well sometimes and not well, too. If you can accept the imperfections 
in yourself, especially as a parent, it will help you accept the good and 
bad in your child as well and the bumpy roads they and you will 
travel together. 

Our job as parents is to let our toddlers grow up, and that means 
letting go of our babies. Usually we want them to grow up but we still 
desire for them to need us. I can assure you of this: When we give 
them the space to move out into the world, to grow and try out life, to 
make mistakes on their way to figuring it all out, they do come back. 
Because they need us. They need us as a home base for support and 
acceptance and comfort. They need us in new ways as they grow. 
What they take from the toddler years, what they build deep inside 
their burgeoning inner selves and encode in their developing toddler 
brain, is a sense that we are there for them, that we will accept them 
for who they are, that mommy and daddy are home base. But we need 
to toe that line between giving them a road map of structure and 
limits and letting them be who they are, while we stay on the sidelines 
for comfort and care. Then our toddlers will have the strength to 
develop and grow into who they are meant to be. 


Author Q&A 


Since was published, I’ve had the opportunity to 
speak with so many wonderful parents and early childhood 
professionals all across the country. They attended the talks I gave to 
preschools and community groups across the United States, they called 
in to radio shows when I was a guest, and they posted questions on 
my Facebook wall. All in all, Pve heard from hundreds of people, all 
of whom wanted to learn more about what the toddler world looks 
like and what each child needs to thrive. 

We all know toddlers can challenge us, and I was reminded of that 
over and over again with the thoughtful, funny, and at times desperate 
questions these parents asked. I thought I had addressed it all in this 
book—but toddlers keep us on our toes. They provide parents and 
caregivers with joy, satisfaction, and laughter—and also leave us 
doubtful, confused, surprised, worried, and upset. And it turns out 
there were some questions that kept coming up again and again. 
Questions that I didn’t originally cover in How Toddlers Thrive. 

So this paperback edition is the opportunity for a do over of sorts 
—a chance to give you some “bonus” answers to some of the most 
commonly asked questions from parents just like you. This additional 
information is meant to empower you to better understand and 


interact with your toddler, so that you and your child can enjoy your 


time together that much more. Then your toddler can really thrive! 
And you can relax more. 

If you want to continue receiving toddler insights and tips, sign up 
for my monthly e-newsletter (howtoddlersthrive.com) or follow me on 
twitter (@tovahklein) or Facebook (Howtoddlersthrive). 


Help! My sweet little baby has turned into an aggressive toddler! It’s 
not just the rough play and even hitting (though that’s often a 
problem, too). It’s the forceful words and defiance that I’m dealing 
with more and more. What happened to my loving, kind child? 


One of the most common topics parents ask me about (often in 
hushed whispers after I’ve given a talk) is toddler aggression. I did 
cover this issue in the book, but it’s such a universal worry that I 
want to go a little deeper to help alleviate some of parents’ most 
repeated concerns on this topic. These types of hostile behaviors 
take parents by surprise, causing great worry. The bottom line is 
this: all toddlers are aggressive (at some point). If not when they are 
two, then at three. If not at three, then at four. Aggression is part of 
their way of communicating and reflects their lack of ability to 
control impulses (for now). 

Some parents come to me desperate for information on this 
rather alarming new developmental stage. I understand why. Your 
sweet (most of the time) little child suddenly starts to show a whole 
other set of startling behaviors—they might hit, kick, grab, pinch, 
scratch, or bite. Aggression scares adults; that is because we are 
socialized. Toddlers are not yet. This is a time to remember just 
how little your child is. He is not a miniature version of adult. 
Their aggression expresses a need or feeling (anger, frustration, 
even elation). She is communicating. I see the adult role as helping 


the child understand the feelings and gradually find ways to express 
them more appropriately. Rest assured that aggression now does 
not mean aggression as a teenager or adult. Keep the toddler frame 
in mind. 

Why are they aggressive? Remember, the toddler’s world is 
centered on “me,” and the part of their brain that handles emotions 
and stopping impulses is severely underdeveloped at these ages. The 
ability to stop, think through a situation, and not react does not yet 
exist. So when your toddler has an urge or impulse—good or bad— 
action happens. Fast. 

Aggression is typical at this age, but as a parent you can help 
your toddler begin to gain control. The good news is that the brain 
soon gets better at stopping impulses to grab, shove, hit, bite, or 
throw. Your interactions and how you handle the behaviors help 
the brain develop. In the meantime, what’s a parent to do? 


1. Understand what’s really behind it. Try to figure out why your 
child is being aggressive. What is he feeling or communicating? 
Toddlers act in the moment, and aggression is a quick behavior. 
They are not being bad on purpose, nor are they trying to be 
cruel. Perhaps your toddler is overtired, hungry, or overly excited. 
Maybe she is looking for attention (yes, they will take negative 
attention, too!) or he is angry. Having an idea of what is behind 
the behavior can help you respond. 


2. Be aware of your own reaction. Toddler behavior can embarrass 
the adult (understandably); after all, hitting another person is not 
exactly a kind social gesture! Avoid shaming your child (as in, 
“You are bad”), even if you are distressed by their action. Shame 
will upset your child more and increase the aggression. 


3. Label the emotion or moment with a matching tone. (“You are 
upset!” “You wanted that toy so badly. Now you are angry.” 
“You really needed my attention.”) Labels help them understand 
what they are feeling, while letting them know they are 
understood. 


4. You are your child’s external regulator. After you’ve named the 
emotion he’s communicating with the aggression, your job as a 
parent is to help your child start to gain control by setting a limit. 
Follow the label with a reasonable limit. (“I can’t let you hit him. 
It hurts.” “There is no pulling hair.”) 


5. Provide an outlet for the behavior instead. If your child is angry, 
she needs a way to express it. Suggest an appropriate way: that 
he hit a pillow, stomp his feet, or throw soft balls into a trashcan 
rather than hit his sister. Parents are sometimes afraid to let their 
child show any negative behavior at all, but bottling up strong 
emotions makes them worse. Help her find a safe way with clear 
limits to express the aggression; this gets the impulse out and 
helps diminish the behavior sooner. This is all part of learning to 
regulate emotions—something your toddler will get better at in 
the future. 


6. Keep in mind—most of these behaviors pass in time. This one 
will, too. As your child learns to recognize emotions, put words 
to them, and deal with them as they occur, his brain will start to 
be able to regulate strong feelings better. That’s what you’re 
teaching and modeling to your child every day! You model this 


best when you don’t overreact during these tense moments. 


My child keeps playing “favorites” between me and her father. One 
day, she insists that I must play with her and that her daddy can’t join 
us. The next minute, she and her daddy are making dinner, and I’m 
not invited. Is she a future “queen bee” in training? How can I get her 


to be more inclusive? 


There actually is a name for this behavior—it’s called “splitting”— 
and it’s incredibly common in toddlers. Being rejected doesn’t feel 
good, but your toddler means no harm. 

First, let’s look at why they do this. It’s actually a positive sign of 
growth (though it might not feel like it to you!). Toddlers “split” 
parents because they now have a sense of themselves as separate 
from you, and they want to make their own choices. This 
preferential behavior is part of becoming independent—she’s 
saying, “Hey, Pm my own person, I can decide.” Along with 
decision-making come power and the need for control. 

So what is a parent to do, especially when you are the unchosen 
one? Find patience and humor and remind yourself not to take it so 
personally (that part can be difficult, though). Splitting tends to 
come and go. After a few months (or a few minutes), your toddler 
will probably switch allegiance to the other parent, and then back 
again. There is one piece of comfort you can take from this 
behavior. Children will only push away a parent if they trust them. 
They feel secure enough in their relationship to say they “don’t 
want you”—knowing that you will still be there for them when 
they change their mind. It sounds funny, but it is true. Toddlers 
push hard, but ultimately they don’t really want you to go away. 

It is essential that you work together with your partner—be a 
team. Young children like power, but they get scared with too much 


of it. If she insists, “Only Daddy can put my coat on!” let her have 
that choice but hold on to your authority by saying, “Sure, Daddy 
can do that. I still love you.” Then Daddy reinforces the same 
message. Before you know it, she’ll be on to something new. 


My four-year-old told her teacher I own a horse and I’m an equestrian. 
That is just not true. 


Well, one thing is true: toddlers lie, cheat, and even steal. Yes, it’s 
alarming. But no, you are not raising a future criminal or serial liar. 
Pll tell you why. 

Every parent wants their child to know the difference between 
right and wrong, and that includes telling the truth. But when you 
look at the world through a toddler lens (as you’ve learned to do 
throughout this book), lying looks different than it does to you and 
me. 

Young children lie for fairly benign reasons: wishful thinking, 
testing out power, and sometimes, yes, to avoid getting in trouble. 
Your child is imagining endless possibilities; he is a dreamer, 
hopeful for what can be. This takes the form of, “I so badly want 
to have a horse, maybe mommy can own a horse. Oh, she does!” 
Or she may lie to avoid getting in trouble, “Yes, my hands are 
clean,” announces your dirty-handed little girl. It signifies an 
awareness that there are rules (wash your hands) and going against 
them is wrong. Instead of getting scolded, she chooses to say she 
washed them. She is playing with who has the power and her 
realization that you may not know. 

When you look at it this way, your toddler’s lie becomes a less 
serious infraction. And the less harsh you are about this behavior, 
the more likely your child is to outgrow it. In fact, lying highlights 


a positive step in the development that helps toddlers separate from 
you (“I have my own thoughts”). This same step is part of 
becoming empathic toward others and being able to share on their 
own. 

A good reaction to a blatant lie might be to lightly join in her 
play world, observing without harshness: “Really? You washed 
those very dirty hands? Hmmm... only you know for sure.” so 
that she knows you are aware of the situation, but she still has 
some power. No reprimand needed. 

Lies signify a developmental leap. It means your child knows 
that his ideas can be different from yours and that “I have my own 
mind. I can know something that Mommy/Daddy doesn’t.” That is 
exciting and new! And your child wants to test it out to see how it 
works. Before a child can share or be genuinely empathic, they need 
to understand that other people have separate thoughts and 
feelings. Lying is a way of exploring this idea. So take heart: Your 
little fibber might be well on his way to becoming a generous, 
empathetic adult (or older child, for that matter!). Someday. And in 
the meantime, remember that you are the most important model for 
your child’s behavior. If you’re an honest person, in time she will 
be, too. 


How do I ensure that my child grows up to think for himself, and that 
he won’t give in to peer pressure? I don’t want him to mindlessly 
follow others all the time. 


It’s an important question for these early years. As I’ve said 
throughout this book, toddlerhood is truly a “lab for later,’ and 
these years are critical for forging the future elementary school kid, 
middle schooler, and even teenager your child will become. The 


roots of becoming their own person, thinking for themselves, and 
even going against the crowd start now. Toddlers are beginning 
their path to independence, and it’s a long journey. Toddlerhood is 
when their ability to be themselves (and their curiosity to figure out 
who, exactly, that is) begins. 

You set this stage for your child being her own person by helping 
her feel good about who she is. When you validate her needs and 
desires (no matter how bizarre they seem at the moment!) you are 
establishing a base of trust for your child. Trust in themselves is the 
bedrock of being able to stand up with their own voice, choices, 
and opinions. 

How do you develop such qualities? Give your toddler 
opportunities to make decisions while you show respect for their 
choices (again, even when they are bizarre). Offering your child 
choice, even a narrowly proscribed choice, can allow him a 
measure of control over his world. You might ask, “Do you want a 
red shirt or blue one today?” and refrain from criticizing a 
mismatched outfit or inside-out shirt. And if he bucks your advice 
and chooses the superhero shirt (for the third time this week), try to 
bite back a sharp word and instead reinforce him, “You picked 
your own clothes and got dressed!” (Then tomorrow, if you’re 
lucky, maybe the superhero shirt disappears into the laundry until 
next week.) These types of interactions tell your toddler he can 
trust and act for himself—the foundation for self-confidence and 
voice. 

Criticizing children’s choices works against this goal. (“You are 
always asking for sweets before dinner. You know we don’t have 
them.”) This leaves a child feeling bad for even having their desire. 
What to do instead? Validate her desire, with a reasonable limit. It 


lets your child know her wish is okay, but does not mean always 
getting their way, “You love cookies so much, I am saving one for 
you. ” Interacting with toddlers in empathic ways with limits (as in, 
“cookie later”) gives a clear message that becomes part of them: “I 
am valued in my desires/choices, and it’s okay if I want things 
Mommy or Daddy does not.” 

When we question our children’s desires, or correct what they 
are doing, they get a strikingly different message: There is one right 
way to do things. Their way is not right; only Mommy’s or Daddy’s 
is okay. In this case, children grow up with a desire to do what 
others want them to do, rather than thinking for themselves. 

Simply put, give your child some freedom, even if it’s the 
freedom to do things differently than you would. Allow her to 
build the block tower however she desires, without correcting her 
about what shape should go next. Let him wear mismatched socks 
once in awhile. It’s okay if she eats her food all mashed together in 
a heap on the plate (it looks gross to us but not to them!). Don’t 
push it too hard if he refuses to play the game we want. Often we 
worry that we need to constantly set limits and make corrections to 
our children, to show them the “right” way to do things. But giving 
them some space to make decisions when they are three makes it 
much more likely that they will make the right ones when they turn 
thirteen and beyond. 


My toddler is obsessed with one object—her precious blankie—that 
has to be with her at all times. Why do toddlers develop these 


fascinations? 


Having something that is truly known to a toddler brings comfort. 
Every day your toddler is growing, changing, taking in tons of 


information and learning. This is all happening as they are 
separating from you and becoming their own person. It is a lot to 
handle! This is where obsessions come in. Your child may find 
something she likes and grab onto it. She can’t live without it. Ever. 

To a toddler, the world feels like a big place filled with 
excitement and discovery and plenty of unknowns. There is much 
to see, hear, explore, and learn. As toddlers develop more language, 
they envision more situations and possibilities. The good news is 
language helps them communicate better. The flip side is that they 
can imagine all things, good and bad. Along with that come fears 
and a need to stick to what they know. The known is comfortable. 

Another piece that contributes to obsessions is that being flexible 
is lacking in most toddlers. In fact, flexibility, or switching from one 
thing to another, is hard for the brain to master. It comes much 
later. Enter obsessions. From your child’s point of view it feels like 
this, “I know what I know. I know this (item) well. I am 
comfortable with it. It is familiar. It does not change.” The known 
brings security and stability in a big, sometimes scary world. 

I have seen far too many obsessions to list but will give a sample 
here: a small orange plastic fish, toothbrushes, mommy’s lipstick 
case, wooden trains and other small toys, the footie from a child’s 
baby pajamas, a pocket watch, dolls, a favorite shirt or dress that’s 
worn every day, stuffed animals, and soft loveys. You get the 
picture. Obsessions cover a wide array of objects. The object itself 
is not important. What is important is that it represents comfort. 
The object reminds the child of home. It may conjure up 
associations with Daddy or Mommy. We had a three-year-old at 
our center who wore the same dress every day. Her mother washed 
it while the girl slept to avoid the mammoth tantrums over it being 


dirty and unwearable. Every day for nine months! When it got 
short, she wore leggings. Why? It helped her feel safe. Then one day 
she announced she was done with it. Just like that. 

For years one of my sons carried a small wooden train with him 
wherever he went. Now as an older child, his pocket always has a 
small item in it: a keychain, a miniflashlight, a bookmark. I am sure 
it gives him comfort to have a piece of home close by. With the 
world being so big, so much going on in a toddler’s mind, and 
bursts in development, knowing something well that belongs to 
them can be calming. You may do something similar if you carry a 
good luck charm. We all crave comfort. 


Help! My toddler is becoming a brat. 


Just about every parent has a moment (or many!) of worrying that 
his or her child is becoming a brat. I certainly have. And I 
understand why you might worry about this, too—toddlers can be 
outrageously demanding, they say mean things (“I don’t like you.” 
“You smell.” “Go away.”), they lack basic manners, and they don’t 
say hello upon entering a room. Living with a toddler can 
sometimes feel like living with an unruly but benign dictator. 

Will your child ever become polite and well mannered? Don’t 
fret: If you are a well-mannered person your child will become one, 
too. Children, particularly those under five, follow our lead. Your 
child watches you. When you say please and thank you to your 
child and treat her kindly, treat other people politely, and model 
socialized behavior, they are observing how to interact. But they 
won’t do it all the time, and usually far less at home. They are 
learning how to be in our social world, and it takes time. 


Why are they so demanding? Toddlers assert their newly formed 
opinions and desires with their growing language skills. Language 
gives them power. No need to panic as their power needs increase 
because language also gives them more ways to handle their 
emotions. Even though your child expresses his many desires, keep 
in mind that recognizing his desires does not mean giving in or 
meeting him on the spot every time. Empathy and recognition go a 
long way—everyone wants to be understood in their desire, even if 
it is not indulged. Toddlers especially need to be understood, and 
labeling their desire helps them manage it: “I know you want to see 
Daddy right now, but he is at the grocery store.” 

There is another related behavior that parents worry about. 
Toddlers can exhibit rude, mean, unruly behavior at home while 
being perfectly well behaved in public and at school. This is 
actually a good sign. When parents report disruptive or seemingly 
rude behaviors, I ask how the child is with others or at school. The 
vast majority of time the report is, “Oh, she is fine at school,” or 
“He is great with his grandparents.” What this points to is that 
home is the place your child feels most comfortable and secure. 
Being with Daddy or Mommy is the place they can be themselves in 
all their true colors. This is where they test power, fall apart, and 
decompress from the outside world. Holding it together all day at 
school is hard. Home is where they can let it out. 

I urge you to handle these rude, tyrantlike behaviors with a light 
touch and reasonable limits. The key here is a balance, which can 
be tricky. Make the limits straightforward as in, “I hear you. I 
know how much you want that. Right now we are eating dinner, 
and there is no iPad at the table.” Humor helps. A child at our 
center was calling people “stupid.” One of the teachers blurted out 


to him, “Strawberry! Strawberry!” and the game turned into him 
calling people “strawberry.” When my own youngest child took to 
bossing us all around in a dictatorial, impolite way, it drove our 
family crazy. Until it didn’t bother us anymore; we found it funny 
and lightened up. We called him robot (as in a robot issuing 
commands). He found it funny, too, and it relaxed the situation 
until he grew up enough that the behaviors passed. This is a phase 
(although it resurfaces in new ways at each age). Treat your toddler 
and other people reasonably and respectfully and your toddler will 
grow up to model you. 


What is the one piece of advice parents of toddlers need? 


This, of course, is a big question. Nonetheless, there are a few key 
points Id like to offer that a parent could keep in mind throughout 
the challenges (and joys) of raising young children. These are 
especially true when you have a toddler, although it goes across all 
ages. (Yes, you’ll need it for tweens and teens, too!) 


1. Have humor, humor, and more humor. I can hardly stress this 
enough. I know it is hard at times to lighten up or find a control 
battle funny in any way. But it is true: Don’t take anything too 
seriously—and know that the moment you think you have 
something figured out, it will soon pass. Most perplexing or 
maddening toddler behaviors last only for a short time, and they 
often occur because of the child’s need to figure things out or test 
out newly found power. They pass. They transform. They are not 
serious criminal offenses. The child moves on to something else. 
So the more you can step back, take yourself out of it so you 
don’t take their behavior too personally, and find it funny (in a 


respectful way), the better off you will be as a parent and the 
more you will enjoy your child. 


2. Slow down. Stay in the moment. We live in a fast-paced world 
filled with competition about who gets where first. This is the 
opposite of what you need as a parent. Stay in the moment with 
your toddler, enjoy the present, and know that development takes 
time. If it is a rough spot, unruly behaviors, hysterical tantrums, 
remember it will be over before you know it. Get the support you 
need to get through, and if you are truly concerned, seek help. 
My main advice here is to stay in the here-and-now rather than 
thinking out to ten years from now to what this behavior will 
look like when your toddler is a teenager. I spent a year living in 
California when my oldest son was two. Coming from New York 
City, we were used to walking everywhere. The only place we 
could walk to in our neighborhood was a local playground. We 
rarely completed the four-block walk because he stopped to 
notice, inspect, and touch every ant, bug, or leaf on the ground. 
When I finally took my mind off the goal of the playground and 
joined him in the very slow pace of stopping more than walking, 
I enjoyed our time together. Our bug walks. I relish the memory 
to this day. 


3. There is no single “right” way to parent your toddler. Even as a 
toddler and parent expert giving advice, I hold this view. My 
book concerns understanding your young child and helping each 
parent find their own approach to parenting them. Be reliable 
and loving. Trust your “gut” feeling about how to handle a 
situation when you get conflicting sets of advice. Take the advice 
that resonates with you and put the rest of it aside. 


4. Finally, remember how little your child is. Toddlers, at two or at 
five, have not been in this world for long. They are little, barely 
past their baby years. We tend to forget this. Keep this idea 
foremost in your mind and then step back a bit and let them 
grow. Watch more and intervene less. Set reasonable limits and 
you won't have to scold. Be careful not to expect more from your 
child than she can deliver. This will let your toddler figure out life 
knowing that you are there if he needs you. Then your child can 
grow into the individual she is meant to be, with you by her side. 
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